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Recent calls for contemporary change in music education demand more than just an 
inclusive environment that prepares artistic citizens for lifelong music after public school. Our 
society has experienced overwhelming shifts since the introduction of music in the public 
schools in 1838. Yet, dominant narratives of secondary music ensemble education (SMEE) have 
been performed and expected as the norm since the establishment of large ensembles (e.g., 
bands, choirs, and orchestras), taking the stage to perform music of the traditional Western 
canon. The purpose of this explanatory sequential mixed methods study was to discover ways in 
which secondary music ensemble teachers (SMETs) define, prioritize, and enact inclusivity in 
their classrooms in relation to dominant narratives of SMEE.  
For the purposes of this study, dominant narratives of SMEE can be defined as 
philosophies, practices and pedagogies which center the White, cisgender, heterosexual, non-
disabled experience, through the large ensemble model and Western musical canon. Findings 
revealed that SMETs’ practices are heavily influenced by dominant narratives they did or did not 
experience in their own musical backgrounds, and this likely affects their willingness to de-
center or reinforce dominant narratives in their own classrooms. Participants cited roadblocks 
towards de-centering dominant narratives as pressures associated with district assessment, 
scheduling concerns, and lack of time due to other administrative tasks. Strategies toward de-
centering dominant narratives included implementing projects which promote student creativity 
(i.e., composition, arrangement and improvisation), alternatives to the large ensemble model, and 
exposing students to a wide range of composers from a variety of backgrounds, specifically, 








 How would you define the phrase “inclusive music teaching”? What does it look like? 
What does it sound like? What does it feel like?  
The word “inclusion” on its own can be generally defined as “the act of being included” 
(Merriam-Webster, n.d.), but the “how” of that definition may go much deeper, especially in 
regards to the field of secondary music education, and specifically, secondary music ensemble 
education (SMEE). Personal philosophy plays a large role in how secondary music ensemble 
teachers (SMETs) choose to approach their classes. Many teachers build their curriculum and 
musical repertoire around their own goals, rather than what is relevant to students (Kratus, 2007). 
Ostensibly, there are set Virginia Department of Education (VDOE) standards and blanket 
definitions for the “what” of a music teachers’ practice, but the “how” is often left up to the 
individual teacher. One might argue this leaves room for a plethora of variation in approach and 
delivery of content. Yet, much of SMEE still looks and sounds the way it did when music was 
first introduced in the public school; that is, large ensembles (e.g., bands, choirs, and orchestras) 
taking the stage to perform music from the traditional Western canon. 
The large ensemble model flourished in the United States throughout the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries. However, it wasn’t until over 100 years after the 1838 inclusion of public 
school music that the Supreme Court ruled racially separate schools as inherently unequal in 
Brown v. Board of Education (Farley, 1975). And, it wasn’t until 2015 that the U.S. Supreme 
Court ruled same-sex marriages legal in all fifty states in Obergefell v. Hodges (Casey, 2021). 
Unfortunately, systemic oppression of minority groups presents itself in many facets of society, 




with the outbreak of COVID-19, the United States observed large shifts in discourse on 
oppression of minority groups with the 2020 murder of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and so 
many more. When examining the history of ensemble traditions and music education in schools, 
it’s clear whose musical canon was deemed “legitimate by an institution of cultural elitism,” and 
whose was not (Goble, 2003, p. 30). The music teachers choose to include in their curricula also 
means whose music they choose to include in curricula. Thus, repertoire selection choices, 
consciously or unconsciously, communicate values surrounding what music and whose music is 
admissible in the secondary music ensemble classroom; and in this way, SMETs reify traditions 
considered standard by the White, Western European tradition (Allsup, 2008; Allsup and Shieh 
2012; Bradley, 2015; Hess, 2015; O’Toole, 2005; Regelski, 2000). This may help explain why 
white students are significantly overrepresented within the population of secondary music 
ensembles, and music students as a whole are not representative of the United States high school 
student population (Elpus & Abril, 2011).  
Summary of Problem 
From a 21st century vantage point, it can be dangerous to assume that a teacher’s own 
disposition toward inclusion and open-mindedness will be translated to all of their students 
automatically. Although researchers in music education have been striving to re-envision music 
education towards social justice, there is little research on how educators take these ideas and 
implement them directly within their classrooms (Hess, 2014). Sauerland (2018) urges educators 
to be proactive, rather than reactive, when it comes to disclosing their views on inclusion in the 
classroom. Although music teachers might hold the philosophy that they are open-minded and 
inclusive of all their students, they may be promoting a dominant narrative that reiterates the 




students with disabilities, BIPOC, and LGBTQIA+ students (Allsup and Benedict, 2008; 
Bradley, 2015; Bourdieu, 2011; Hess, 2015; O’Toole, 2005; Regelski, 2014; Taruskin, 2005). 
For the purposes of this study, dominant narratives of SMEE can be defined as philosophies, 
practices and pedagogies which center the White, cisgender, heterosexual, non-disabled 
experience, and manifest themselves through the large ensemble model and Western musical 
canon (Allsup, 2008; Allsup and Shieh 2012; Bradley, 2015; Hess, 2015; O’Toole, 2005; 
Regelski, 2000).  
While many shared visions of music education’s purpose include themes of lifelong 
learning, a wide range of musical skills, and the development of artistic citizens (Elliott 2016; 
Heuser and Sears, 2012; Reimer, 1965; Smith, 2003; Westerlund, 2003), there have been recent 
sparks in discourse surrounding dominant narratives of music education and calls for 
contemporary change (Alperson, 2010; Elliott, 2000; Hess, 2015; Kratus, 2007; Regelski, 2000; 
Williams, 2011). This conversation within the field has led to a false dichotomy of either 
preserving traditions (Fonder, 2014; O’Toole, 2005) or dismantling the dominant narratives 
music education has promoted since its founding (Allsup and Benedict, 2008; Hess, 2015; 
Regelski, 2014; O’Toole, 2005; Strand, 2010; Williams, 2011). Others have adopted Allsup’s 
(2015) “both/and” perspective (p. 85), arguing that the two approaches are not mutually 
exclusive; rather it might be possible to de-center dominant narratives while also preserving parts 
of the large ensemble tradition (Allsup, 2015; Green, 1999; Kratus, 2007; Seifried, 2006; 
Stauffer, 2012; Tobias, 2013; Turino, 2016; Westerland, 2003). 
Prior research suggests re-shaping the large ensemble model (Allsup and Benedict, 2008; 
Howell, 2002; Kratus, 2007; O’Toole, 2005; Stauffer, 2012; Veronee, 2017; Williams, 2011) and 




school community (Green, 1999; Shevock, 2018; Stauffer, 2012) as possible ways toward a more 
inclusive SMEE. Others cite activities which involve music technology and promote student 
creativity (e.g., composition, arrangement and improvisation) as additional ways to disrupt 
dominant narratives in their classrooms (Abril and Gault, 2008; Allsup, 2016; Fung and 
Lehmberg, 2016; Hargreaves and Marshall, 2003; O’Toole, 2000; Regelski, 2000; Tobias; 2013). 
While previous literature does not suggest significant variation among SMET’s desire to be 
inclusive or open-minded (see Chapter Two), it does suggest there is a gap between teachers’ 
philosophy of inclusion, and the degree to which their professional practice reflects that openness 
and inclusivity in the classroom. 
Purpose 
The purpose of this explanatory sequential mixed methods study was to discover ways in 
which secondary music ensemble teachers (SMET) define, prioritize, and enact inclusivity in 
their classrooms in relation to dominant narratives of music education. For the purposes of this 
study, dominant narratives of secondary music ensemble education (SMEE) can be defined as 
philosophies, practices and pedagogies which center the White, cisgender, heterosexual, non-
disabled experience, and present themselves through the large ensemble model and Western 
musical canon. There is little research on the degree to which SMETs value preserving the 
Western music canon, as compared with promoting inclusivity in their classrooms (see Chapter 
Two). While there are teachers working to promote inclusivity and diversity in their classrooms, 
many music teachers are—consciously or unconsciously—perpetuating dominant narratives of 
traditions deemed legitaimte by the Western Euroepan canon, and thus, failing to acknowledge 
the lived experiences of all students, particularly those outside the intersections of non-disabled, 




Bradley, 2015; Hammel and Hourigan, 2017; Hess, 2015; Rathgeber, 2019). This study may help 
illuminate secondary music teachers’ awareness of philosophies, pedagogies, and practices 
surrounding dominant narratives of SMEE, as well as provide insight on teacher strategies and 
roadblocks toward de-centering their work in the classroom. Furthermore, the study may reveal 
possible implications of musical background, specialization, and teaching experience on SMETs’ 
perceptions of and relationships with dominant narratives in music education. 
Research Questions 
For the purposes of this study, dominant narratives of secondary music ensemble 
education (SMEE) can be defined as philosophies, practices and pedagogies which center the 
White, cisgender, heterosexual, non-disabled experience, and manifest themselves through the 
large ensemble model and Western musical canon. I developed research questions to explore the 
role music technology, repertoire selection, student creativity (i.e., composition, arrangement, 
and improvisation), and previous musical background might play in secondary music ensemble 
teachers’ (SMET) perceptions of their own philosophies, pedagogies and practices, as they relate 
to dominant narratives of music education. In doing so, I also sought to explore different 
philosophies, pedagogies and practices of SMETs that either reinforce or de-center dominant 
narratives of music education in their classrooms. The following questions framed the 
investigation within a mixed methods approach: 
1. To what extent do SMETs use music technology, repertoire selection, and student 
creativity (i.e., composition, arrangement, and improvisation) in their classrooms? 





3. How do SMETs’ perceptions of and relationships with dominant narratives differ based 
on specialization and teaching experience? 
4. What practices, philosophies, and/or pedagogies do SMETs utilize that reinforce and/or 
de-center dominant narratives of music education in their classrooms? 
Keywords/Definitions 
Dominant Narratives (of Music Education): Music teaching philosophies, practices and 
pedagogies which center the White, cis-gender, heterosexual, non-disabled experience, and 
manifest themselves through the large ensemble model and Western musical canon 
Canon: “authoritative list of books or a body of material that is considered to be essential 
for understanding a subject” (Howe, 1998, p. 98). For the purposes of this paper, “canon” refers 
to the music of the Western European tradition and the large ensemble performance model. 
SMEE: Secondary Music Ensemble Education, or music education at the middle/high 
school level which involves choir, band, and/or orchestra.  
SMET: Secondary Music Ensemble Teachers: Refers to middle and high school music 
teachers. For the purpose of this study, this only includes teachers of band, choir and/or 
orchestra, as there were no secondary general music teachers who took part in the study. 
BIPOC: Black, Indigenous, and People of Color 
LGBTQIA+: Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Intersex, and Asexual persons. 
Adding a “+” to the acronym is an acknowledgement that there are non-cisgender and non-
straight identities which are not included in the acronym. This is a shorthand or umbrella term 





 Trans*+: A student is transgender if their sexual categorization does not match their 
gender categorization (i.e. man/female or woman/male where the first would be a trans man and 
the second would be a trans woman). A student is non-binary if their gender does not fit the 
assumed binary of man or woman (Sauerland, 2018). The term “trans” is most often associated 
with trans women and men specifically, where as the term “trans*+” encompasses not only trans 
men/women, but also (a)gender, genderfluid, genderless, genderqueer, non-binary, and gender 
non-conforming students (Cayari, 2019). For the purposes of this paper, I will use the term 
“trans*+” to encompass both trans men or trans women in our classrooms, as well as non-binary 
and gender non-conforming students.  
Non-disabled: persons without physical and/or intellectual disabilities. 
Cisgender: people whose sense of personal identity and gender corresponds with their 
birth sex. 
Heterosexual: sexual orientation to people of the opposite sex. 
White: Typically, people of European descent, but also any person with light-colored skin 
who may receive societal benefits from their appearance. 
Diversity: Including/involving people from a range of different social and ethnic 
backgrounds and of different genders, sexual orientations, etc. 
Inclusivity: The continued work toward providing equitable access to opportunities and 
resources for people who might otherwise be excluded or marginalized, such as those having 





Intersectionality: A lens to view the source and collision of power in all structures, as it 
relates not only to race, gender, class or LBGBTQIA+ issues alone, but rather the intersection of 











































Review of Literature 
 Secondary music ensemble education (SMEE) has promoted dominant narratives of 
music teaching philosophies, practices and pedagogies which center the White, cisgender, 
heterosexual, non-disabled experience, and manifest themselves through the large ensemble 
model and Western musical canon (Allsup, 2008; Allsup and Shieh 2012; Bradley, 2015; Hess, 
2015; O’Toole, 2005; Regelski, 2000). In my review of existing literature on the subject of 
dominant narratives within SMEE, I will explore the various philosophies of and justifications 
for secondary music education in the public schools. Despite several shared visions for SMEE, 
previous literature suggests a gap in theory and practice, where open-mindedness and 
philosophies of inclusion do not necessarily translate to pedagogy or practice in the classroom. 
Next, I will discuss how this phenomenon has resulted in exclusion, rather than inclusion, in the 
form of the large ensemble model and repertoire of the Western musical canon. Furthermore, I 
will explore the intersectionality of marginalized voices within SMEE, as it relates to students 
with disabilities, BIPOC, and LGBTQIA+ students. Finally, I will explore existing literature on 
strategies which work to de-center dominant narratives of SMEE. 
Philosophy of Music Education in Schools: A Brief History 
In order to understand the role traditions play in dominant narratives of music education 
today, it’s important to look at the historical context of school music education within the United 
States. By the early nineteenth century, many communities in the United States had begun 
organizing public schools and providing greater public access to education (Bucura, 2013). In 
1833, the Boston Academy of Music, an early music school, started hiring professional 




inclusion of music in 1838 (Bucura, 2013). In the latter half of the 20th century, the Cold War 
sparked competition in the United States and resulted in a heavier focus on math and science in 
the public schools. As societal needs and focusses shifted over time, music educators worked to 
legitimize the presence of music in the schools through performance, and this advocacy 
solidified itself in the large ensemble model (e.g., band, chorus, orchestra). Kratus (2007) argues 
that “singing schools in the late nineteenth century and the band movement in the mid-twentieth 
century are examples of music education fulfilling changing societal needs” (p. 42). Although 
the large ensemble model arose out of changing societal needs, it went on to become the 
dominant format of secondary music education still seen today and has not been altered 
significantly despite 21st-century technological and cultural changes in society. 
In an attempt to unite the field and guide professional activities and development, music 
educators drafted a variety of philosophical approaches to unite the profession in the latter half of 
the 20th century (Smith, 2003, p. 33). Reimer (1965) initiated a dialogue for aesthetic philosophy 
in music education, where music exists for music’s sake, encouraging us to “rethink and redefine 
the nature of the experiences with music offered to junior and senior high school students who 
are not and most likely will not be performers or composers, but who should be intelligent 
consumers of art and music” (p. 13). While Reimer argued in favor of incorporating more 
musical works outside of the Western musical canon, it wasn’t until the 1967 Tanglewood 
Symposium that there was a bigger push for world music and jazz music in the classroom 
(Smith, 2003). 
Elliott (2000) criticized Reimer’s idea of music education as aesthetic education, based 
on the notions of music as an object, the idea of musical perception, and the concept of the 




education which focuses on the act of music making, and especially, performing (Koopman, 
1998). Elliott’s view on praxial music education is shaped by “the nature of human 
consciousness and its distinctly human attribute: the self” (Elliott, 2000, p. 81). This same idea 
can be observed through Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s concept of flow, in which “musical 
enjoyment arises at the intersection of appropriate musical challenge, and engagement with the 
multiple layers of a musical work” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1988, p. 27).  
Regelski (2000) challenged Elliot’s view on praxial music education, proposing several 
new considerations to redefine proper praxis philosophy in music. The first, he argues, is the idea 
that being classically trained in music performance is not the only facet which contributes to 
guided and purposeful listening in music education; rather, the intentionality of the listener is 
critical when considering praxis beyond that of performance expertise (Regelski, 2000, p. 69). 
He posits that a rich account for praxis involves engaging the lives of ordinary people, and 
considering the various functions or “praxial goods” music can provide; including skills like 
listening and music making beyond formal performance alone (Regelski, 2000, p. 71). Regelski 
describes the phenomenon of young students who often quit their piano lessons, and posits that 
this has to do with the way lessons are presented, as if each student will go on to a conservatory, 
where Western classical music is the main focus. Here, he argues, exists an opportunity to 
engage in a “true praxial theory” in which piano lessons might satisfy all levels of expertise, 
prepare students for a lifelong experience in relevant music making, and include repertoire 
beyond that of the “Eurocentric canon,” while also implementing composition and theory studies 
(Regelski, 2000). 
Alperson (2010) offers yet another perspective on praxial music education, continuing the 




applicable. Alperson's robust praxial view of music education enlarges the range of musics 
regarded as “appropriate” for music education to include music outside the Western art tradition 
(thus including works composed without "aesthetic" goals in mind), and focuses attention on the 
motives and intentions of those who undertake them, as well as "the social, historical, and 
cultural conditions and forces in which practices of music production arise and have meaning” 
(Goble, 2003, p. 24). In other words, the aesthetic experience cannot and should not function as 
the base concept for music education, because not all music practices involve an aesthetic 
component. Rather, aesthetic appreciation of music is just one piece in the many functions music 
is thought to serve. 
A Shared Vision: Lifelong Engagement and Artistic Citizenship in Music Education  
Westerlund (2003) argues that aesthetic and praxial views of music education are not so 
dichotomized as they may seem, and can instead be viewed through a Deweyan lens which 
embraces the best parts of both. In 2012, the Tanglewood II Music Symposium sought to re-
energize and re-imagine the concept of music education as it impacts society (Palmer and 
Quadros, 2012). While aesthetic and praxial values of music education are reiterated, recent 
literature on the philosophy of music education favors a more holistic approach, in which we 
verify meaning and values of the communities we work in, through music that is rooted in the 
lived experience of our students (Scearce, 2012). Similarly, Shevock (2018) argues that music 
should be rooted in the soil of its community. Where “music for music's sake” once rang true as 
a universal philosophy of music education, our profession is writing, time and time again, about 
the importance of developing curriculum which balances the “local with the global” (Scearce, 





While many philosophies of music education have centered around aesthetics as 
meaning, utilitarian uses of music as meaning, or a combination of the two, the idea of “lifelong 
engagement in music” seem to arise time and time again. Recent literature on music education 
philosophy not only honors the aesthetic and the praxial, the Western ensemble tradition, and the 
newer, informal or creative music class offerings; it also seeks a more “whole” version of the 
music teacher. Heuser and Sears (2012) write, “individuals responsible for delivering instruction 
in any setting should be excellent musicians who have the ability to inspire children and the 
teaching skills to provide them with a solid foundation for lifelong engagements with music” (p. 
257). In this way, music teachers must not only be concerned with teaching notation and 
technical skills alone, but also for their own musicianship and imparting the inspiration of music 
on their students through various avenues. 
The philosophy of Artistic Citizenship (Elliott, 2016) arose through a project that 
gathered scholars and artists (amateur and professional), as well as arts educators (in schools and 
communities), in order to “consider, clarify, and critique the proposition that the arts can and 
should be put to work toward the positive transformation of people’s lives in local, regional and 
international contexts” (p. 3). In this way, the goal of lifelong engagement with music was 
expanded to include lifelong engagement with music for the betterment of our society as a 
whole. Artistic Citizenship defines the purpose of arts education as enabling and empowering 
“school and community music learners/participants to pursue lifelong and life-wide fulfillment 
and flourishing through making and partaking of the arts” (Elliott, 2016, pg. 81). Elliott, 
Silverman, and Bowman (2016) posit that our conventional approaches to arts teaching and 
learning are not wholly effective because they “neglect the crucial ethical dimension that 




levels of awareness and production that put their artistic abilities to work in service of a wide 
range of social goods” (p. 11). In other words, it’s not enough to teach practical skills in music. 
It’s not enough to teach students the intrinsic, aesthetic value of music in their lives. Music 
teachers have to go further and educate their students on how responsible artistic practice can 
become art as ethical action for social justice (Elliott, 2016, p. 89). Although researchers in 
music education have been striving to re-envision music education towards social justice, there is 
little research on how educators take these ideas and implement them directly within their 
classrooms (Hess, 2014).  
A Gap in Philosophy and Practice 
 Despite many shared philosophies of what music education should be, dominant 
narratives of secondary music education sound and appear quite similar to the way music 
education began: with the large ensemble model of bands, choirs, and orchestras performing 
music from the traditional Western canon. Reimer argued that this is because teachers do not 
wish to interrupt the status quo (2012). Reimer also posits that we are failing to pause and 
consider our progress, and asks us to consider whether or not we are actively reflecting on our 
practice to evaluate its wholeness, and how it contributes to the field’s overall vision. He argues 
that we are “all theoried up with nowhere to go,” as our current structure of general music and 
electives fail to provide space for our theoretical work to come alive through practice (2012, p. 
29).  
Allsup (2016) writes, “the discourses of excellence and achievement are so loud and so 
frequent that we rarely pause to consider that there are multiple ends to a public education and 
multiple means to employ” (p. 38). Allsup suggests an ideal music teacher as being able to 




style” (p. 40). His vision of music teacher expertise is both creative in character, and respectful 
of traditional forms; a vision which can be implemented in changing conditions, a vision with an 
“unfinished and ongoing conception of what ‘excellence’ and ‘achievement’ mean” (p. 40). 
While past research has indicated many United States citizens view the arts as vital and 
necessary to the public school curriculum, that support has not yielded an increase in the variety 
of art offerings throughout the country, particularly in music (Abril and Gault, 2008). Results 
from a 2015 mixed methods investigation of student non-participation in secondary school music 
revealed a significant difference between students who participate and do not participate in their 
school music program in terms of demographic characteristics and attitudes toward, perceptions 
of, and values for music inside and outside of school (Hawkinson, 2015). The study found an 
underrepresentation of Hispanic students and non-native English speakers involved in secondary 
music classes, suggesting that “certain student populations remained underserved” by the music 
program at the research site (p. 272). Students involved in secondary music at the research site 
reported having higher values for usefulness, interest, and importance regarding music inside and 
outside of school than nonparticipants (Hawkinson, 2015). Between 1999 and 2004, music 
education courses in California public schools fell by 50 percent (Kratus, 2007). Kratus argued 
this is because teachers build curriculum around their own goals, rather than what is relevant to 
students in terms of their desired music experience (2007). However, Elpus and Abril (2011) 
might argue that a lack of urgency to change this narrative lies in the demographics of the 
ensemble students themselves. In their study, “High School Music Ensemble Students in the 
United States: A Demographic Profile,” Elpus and Abril (2011) found that children who were 
male, English language learners, Hispanic, had parents holding a high school diploma or less, 




across the United States. Comparatively, they found white students to be “significantly 
overrepresented among music students” and music students on the whole were not found to be a 
“representative subset of the population of U.S. high school students” (Elpus and Abril, 2011, p. 
141). 
Whose Music? Exclusion Within The Large Ensemble Model and Western Canon 
In the 2000s, calls for reform in music education increased, in regards to the traditional 
structure of the large ensemble model. Dabback (2017) argued that large ensembles present 
challenges in creative agency, and oftentimes, music curriculum fails to develop student 
awareness of musical possibilities beyond the norm of structured ensembles and the conductor-
directed format. Similarly, Williams (2007) suggests “our fascination with large-group 
performance has limited our access to students, and at the same time has cut us off from multiple 
other involvements with music that many students might find exciting” (p. 20). Further, Turino 
(2009) argued that performance-based ensembles tend to be organized with a hierarchy in mind, 
where “one or more individuals are ultimately in control of the artistic processes and products” 
(p. 101). By continuing the tradition of teaching large ensembles (i.e., band, chorus, orchestra) to 
perform music from the Western canon, just as music teachers have been doing since school 
music education began, they are perpetuating a hierarchy of institutional elitism and exclusion 
among entire populations of students.  
High Art as Exclusion  
 Taruskin (2005) defines high art as being classified by social elites, and admits much of 
our music history is narrated by elite genres of music. In their “sense of a shared heterogeneous 
popular culture,” these social elites have come to determine what is viewed as “high art” today 




form of cultural capital, which “takes time [and money] to accumulate” and, when reproduced in 
identical or expanded forms, “contains a tendency to persist in its being” (Bourdieu, 2011, p. 81). 
Furthermore, Bourdieu (2011) argues that cultural capital permeates the structures of 
institutionalized settings and may help explain the unequal academic achievements among 
students from different social classes. In this way, consumption of goods as cultural capital, 
including music, become one of the largest means of social classification, and in turn, social 
division (Bourdieu, 2011). Unfortunately, the genre of high art, as determined by the elite social 
classes of the Western world, continues to dominate music education and serves as exclusive, 
rather than inclusive (Higgins, 2012). 
Educators tend to get bogged down in the false dichotomies of the music education 
profession; specifically, in the high vs. low music distinction. Bradley (2015) writes, “curriculum 
continues to focus predominantly on Western classical and art musics,” and “other forms of 
music making, even when included in the curriculum, are sometimes denigrated through 
language suggesting that they are ‘primitive’ or ‘simple’” (p. 2). If Western music can be defined 
as “high art” in terms of cultural consumption, can one assume that would coin all remaining 
genres of music as “low art”? And if so, whose music is being promoted when students learn that 
“high art” is synonymous with the Western canon? 
The music that teachers choose to include in their curricula also means whose music they 
choose to include in curricula. Thus, repertoire selection choices, consciously or unconsciously, 
communicate values surrounding what music and whose music is admissible in the secondary 
music classroom (Bradley, 2015). Allsup and Benedict (2008) argue that, in perpetuating the 
large ensemble model, teachers “limit what musical experiences are most worth having” and 




legitimate than others” (p. 160). In perpetuating the “sacralization of 'classical' or 'art' music” and 
the large ensemble model, secondary music programs exclude not only other musics, but also 
people whose music gets left out of the Western canon (Regelski, 2014, p. 78).  
The Intersectionality of Marginalized Voices in Music Education 
Allsup and Shieh (2012) argue that music educators have, unfortunately, normalized a 
process of marginalization through inherent practices as they surround the large ensemble model 
and Western canon. They describe marginalization as occurring when “people are effectively 
dehumanized because they are not represented or given voice in a particular space, or they are 
excluded altogether” (Allsup & Shieh, 2012, p. 49). This issue of marginalized voices being 
silenced in music is intersectional, meaning it extends beyond race alone. Simien (2007) 
describes intersectionality as “firmly rooted in experience-based epistemology” and 
encompassing perspectives around “identity categories such as gender, age, race, ethnicity, class, 
and sexuality” where such identities are considered mutually constitute and therefore, cannot be 
added together (p. 265). Crenshaw (1991) describes intersectionality as a lens to view the source 
and collision of power in all structures, as it relates not only to race, gender, class or 
LBGBTQIA+ issues alone, but rather the intersection of all these issues.  
Research in intersectionality places emphasis on the simultaneity of oppression, where no 
one social group is homogenous (Simien, 2007). Simien (2007) argues that “such diverse life 
experiences as stereotyping, silencing, and marginalization do not lend themselves to simple, 
categorical analysis based solely upon gender,” for instance, but also encompass the identities of 
race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, religion, class, and (dis)ability (p. 267). Allsup and Shieh 
(2012) posit that issues of marginalization within music education are also intersectional, citing 




part in classical large-ensemble programs, the treatment of Native American traditions in music 
class, the silence surrounding students who identify as queer, and the exclusion of students with 
disabilities from instrumental music programs” as just a few examples (p. 49).  
Previous literature on the subject of marginalized voices in music education calls 
attention to several problematic facets of this dominant structure of SMEE primarily in regards to 
the idea of “high art” silencing underrepresented voices in music education. These 
underrepresented groups include persons with disabilities, and other minority groups such as 
women, BIPOC, and members of the LGBTQIA+ community. The continuation of these 
practices has led to dominant narratives of SMEE, in which literature from the Western canon is 
honored as most legitimate, and the voices of non-disabled, white, cis-gender, heterosexual men 
have permeated the core of SMEE practices. This phenomenon has led to an overall failure to be 
truly inclusive of all students in our school communities.  
 (Dis)ability 
 Legislation such as the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) has mandated 
accommodations for students with disabilities, yet many practices within the large ensemble 
model still continue to isolate those individuals (Hammel and Hourigan, 2017). While a student 
with special needs may not be able to read standard notation, “music has many access points” 
through which students can be reached, and “may be a place where families can find interest, 
participation, social learning” and success from practices outside the traditional large ensemble 
model and Western canon (Hammel and Hourigan, 2017, p. 12). Turino (2016) argues that “the 
inclusion of people with a wide range of abilities within the same performance is . . . essential for 
inspiring participation” (p. 303). Meeting all of our students where they are is only the first step 




disabilities. Rathgeber (2019) argues that we place teacher expertise over the autonomy of the 
students involved. Hargreaves and Marshall (2003) posits that as effective music educators, we 
should “recognize and capitalize on the massive importance that music plays in the lives of 
young people” and most importantly, demonstrate this understanding by encouraging our 
students to think of music as “something within the reach of all, rather than a specialized 
activity: that everyone can be a musician at some level” (p. 272).  
 Sex and Gender Identity  
 O’Toole (2000) argues that a conspiracy exists in our society, produced by values of the 
dominant class to silence and erase a multitude of diverse experiences,” where the “dominant 
class” is that of the white, male, cisgender, heterosexual, non-disabled experience (p. 38). 
Because of this, O’Toole (2005) suggests that “men have tightly controlled the meaning-making 
system within music” and thus, the dominant discourse in music education, and music in general, 
is partial to male culture (p. 5). Further, discourse concerning what is considered “quality” music 
and “how music is talked about in terms of appreciation and aesthetics has been crafted in large 
part by men and serves primarily the interests of male culture” (p. 5).  
 Beyond the binaries of “male” and “female” come the intersections of gender identity.  
Although theories and beliefs abound, according to Sauerland (2018), a student is transgender if 
their sexual categorization does not match their gender categorization (i.e., man/female or 
woman/male where the first would be a trans man and the second would be a trans woman), and 
a student is non-binary if their gender does not fit the assumed binary of man or woman. 
Similarly, a student is gender non-conforming if they have a gender expression which does not 
conform to the traditional gender norms. While sex is biological, gender is social and culturally 




through clothing, mannerisms, hairstyle, and voice” (Sauerland, 2018, p. 97). This definition of 
gender directly relates to pedagogical decisions in terms of dress code, especially in the 
secondary choral sphere regarding traditional performance uniforms (i.e., tuxedos and gowns). 
Although many music educators report being supportive of their trans*+ students, as well as 
receiving inclusivity/diversity training through their school districts, they also report feeling 
unprepared to teach their trans*+ students specifically (Blaisdell, 2018). This could be due to the 
fact that many of these conversations were not taking place on a wide scale until the 21st 
century. Nonetheless, it can be dangerous to assume that one’s own disposition toward inclusion 
and open-mindedness will be translated to all of their students. 
 Race and Racism in Music Education 
Beyond the intersections of disability and gender identity, issues of race and racism 
continue to permeate music education. Hess (2015) asserts that much of popular music has roots 
in Africa, whether that be through a direct genre such rhythm and blues, or through a more subtle 
facet like an “underlying 3–2 line in the rhythm section in a pop song” (p. 337). Despite this 
direct link, music educators tend to dismiss the majority of popular music as “Other” and 
inherently less worthy, writing off music from countries outside the Western European tradition. 
Hess (2015) argues that, in celebrating Black history for one month out of the year as a mere 
interruption to our standard Western classical program, “we tokenize and temporally marginalize 
it” (p. 339). Furthermore, Hess (2015) asserts that our labeling of “other” music outside that of 
the Western canon, results in our curriculum becoming “largely irrelevant to many of the 
students” (p. 339). 
In addition to ignoring and/or tokenizing the musics of certain populations of students, 




perspective of ignorance, overlooking the “realities of lived experiences for children of color or 
those who are minoritized for other reasons” (p. 7). Bradley (2015) defines the term “Whiteness” 
as being separate from that of “white people,” or “white educators,” and existing as not only a 
“racial category, but also a “connection to white culture through historical association,” 
including music (p. 6). And, while many teachers may “embrace multicultural music education 
wholeheartedly, without exoticizing or tokenizing, there are also those who refuse to venture 
beyond what they already know, remaining shrouded in the luxury of ignorance, perpetuating an 
agenda of cultural Whiteness in their classrooms” (Bradley, 2015, p. 7). This phenomenon may 
be conscious or unconscious, depending on the music educator. However, O’Toole (2000) argues 
that impact surpasses intention, and while it is “ludicrous to believe that one form of musicing” 
can incorporate students of all identities and backgrounds, our “conventional practice suggests 
that we believe this to be true” (p. 31). Instead of developing a unique curriculum and set of 
repertoire that not only acknowledges, but also celebrates the lived experiences of all students, 
music educators reinforce a historically Western narrative in their classrooms. 
Although many music educators might describe music as a “universal language,” this is 
inherently false because dominant narratives of music education are not universal to all students’ 
identities or experiences (Bradley, 2015). Although white educators may hide behind the 
statement “I don’t see color, I only see children,” this simply distances teachers from the issue of 
race in their classrooms, and fails to acknowledge the roots of the large ensemble tradition and 
Western canon which have shaped practices from the beginning (Bradley, 2015). And, this goes 
beyond the issue of race alone. The idea of “color-blindness” in music education “hinders our 
progress as musicians, mentors and teachers,” because it denies the existence of judgments about 




gender identity and ability and/or disability (Bradley, 2015, p. 9). Thus, music educators have 
not only perpetuated dominant narratives of music education, but also distanced themselves from 
the problem of exclusion all together. 
Strategies Toward De-Centering Dominant Narratives 
In their book, Narrative Inquiry in Music Education: Troubling Certainty, Barrett and 
Stauffer (2009) call readers to stop and question the status quo that has permeated the narrative 
of music education as a school institution. Clandinin writes, “I wonder how many stories of 
music are silenced or kept secret as the dominant narrative shapes the landscape” (Clandinin, 
2009, p. 203). Previous research confirms the notion that voices from persons with disabilities, 
and other minority groups such as women, BIPOC, and members of the LGBTQIA+ community, 
have indeed been silenced by the perpetuation of dominant narratives in music education (Barrett 
and Stauffer, 2009; Bradley, 2015; Hess, 2015; O’Toole, 2000). Strategies toward troubling 
and/or de-centering dominant narratives of music education may include a renewed curriculum 
that allows for amateur music making, and which includes both “performance ensembles as well 
as general music classes” (Regelski, 2000, p. 83). However, “most student music teachers have 
traditional musical backgrounds and qualifications that are based in the conservatory tradition” 
and may be reluctant to teach practices which they have not been trained in themselves 
(Hargreaves and Marshall, 2003, p. 272). 
Escaping the False Dichotomy of Traditional vs. Contemporary Music Education 
Previous literature suggests an overarching dichotomy between “high” and “low” art has 
created a disconnect between music making for well being, and music in the institutional setting 
(Shevock, 2018). O’Toole (2005) suggests that the idea of binary opposition in philosophies of 




22). Work towards de-centering dominant narratives of (SMEE) begins with rejecting binary 
thinking and escaping the false dichotomy that teachers must either preserve the historically 
Western traditions of their musical pasts or abandon them completely to adopt a contemporary 
approach. While Fonder (2014) argues against re-inventing the wheel of music education and 
instead, continuing the dominant narratives of the large ensemble model, Allsup (2015) adopts a 
“both/and” (p. 85) perspective where he posits the two approaches are not mutually exclusive. 
Perhaps, the two approaches, “often seen as oppositional and in conflict, could instead reinforce 
each other” (Thibeault, 2010, p. 30). For instance, Allsup (2015) suggests, “a band director who 
teaches songwriting will begin to teach band differently,” and similarly, “a theorist who coaches 
a popular music ensemble will begin to teach theory differently” (p. 86). In other words, the 
object of change in music education should not be to “abandon or replace Western music, but to 
take it down from its pedestal and give it a place among equals with the other traditions of the 
world” (Scearce, 2012, p. 82).  
Thibeault (2010) suggests that there is in not “an intrinsic conflict between performing 
and general music learning but between the concert conception and newer approaches to music 
education,” and a new way to frame the conversation might rest in our developing a richer 
conception of the “concert” (Thibeault, 2013, p. 30). Possible strategies toward re-defining the 
idea of our ensemble concerts and de-centering dominant narratives may include the 
incorporation of popular music, informal music making and alternatives to the large ensemble 
model, and implementing activities which promote student creativity (i.e., composition, 






Popular Music and Community Context 
Goble (2010) describes music as being universal, and a key part of the positive human 
experience. In their study of music participation on senior citizens’ quality of life, Fung and 
Lehmberg (2016) found no research to support that musical growth or development stops after 
public school music education, as music contributes to a positive quality of life. However, not all 
students will engage with music in the same way. Green (1999) suggests that different social 
groups connect to music in different ways, and inherent meaning occurs when students 
understand and feel comfortable with a particular type of music and its intricacies. However, a 
lack of inherent meaning can result in a lack of musical meaning to students.  
When music education curriculum extends beyond exposure to art which is generally 
considered “high,” (e.g., the Western canon), students’ sense of musical purpose and autonomy 
benefits. Music does this by providing opportunity for autonomy in individual music choices, 
incorporating experimentation, respecting varied musical interests, and encouraging multiple 
viewpoints (Countryman and Rose, 2017). Deci and Ryan (2004) cite autonomy and relatedness 
as essential to overall well-being. Countryman and Rose (2017) elaborate on this idea through a 
vignette about student-led jazz combos, in which the focus was not on that of passing knowledge 
of high art, but rather, on developing competence, belonging, and autonomy within the ensemble 
itself. As a result, students reported a strong interest in their own education and commitment to 
their musical goals. Countryman and Rose (2017) ask music educators to consider how their 
practice might differ if students’ wellbeing and growth were placed at the forefront. 
Popular music may be a way to connect what music teachers do in the secondary music 
classroom to the communities in which they teach. Kratus (2007) argues that the way music 




and that perhaps they should view musical literature the way history teachers position historical 
events: through the context of current events and implications of our society today. In this way, 
music educators can begin to unpack the problematic roots of the traditions within the large 
ensemble model, and prevent students’ ideas of “legitimate” musical meaning from getting stuck 
in the Western canon during their public schooling.  
The incorporation of popular music and contextualizing of music ensembles within the 
community may be a possible solution to the lack of inherent musical meaning for secondary 
students. After all, “students notice when their music (e.g., rock, rap, reggae, religious) is ignored 
or denigrated” from the classroom (Regelski, 2014, p. 78). Howell (2002) suggests teachers 
shape their curriculum around “the kinds of music that students will enjoy” and argues that, 
when presented with enthusiasm and confidence in their students, there is no unacceptable style 
of music” (pp. 25–26). Similarly, Stauffer (2012) challenges music educators to look at their 
schools/communities, and create what needs to be there, rather than continuously pushing the 
Western canon as the only “legitimate” musical literature. In this way, SMETs can begin to 
“root” their practice in the “soil” of the community in which they teach (Shevock, 2018).  
Informal Music Making, Music Technology, and Student Creativity 
 In addition to incorporating popular music, researchers suggest informal music making 
and other alternatives to the large ensemble model as a way to make (SMEE) more relevant to 
students, and de-centering dominant narratives of music education. Wright and Kanellopoulos 
(2010) define formal learning as “that which occurs in a traditional pedagogic environment 
where clarity of goals and procedures are clearly defined in advance and where learning results 
in certification or assessment,” as compared with non-formal learning, which occurs “outside 




in a large ensemble setting is not something which appeals to students of all backgrounds and 
identities. Alternatives to this model may include a scenario where students are creating music in 
smaller groups while the teacher acts as a facilitator; creating a more horizontal relationship 
(Veblen, 2007). Chapter 4 of Vision 2020 offers a new view on the choral landscape where class 
periods are broken up into sections and include additions, rather than just alternatives, to the 
large ensemble model, including sectional groups, chamber groups, keyboard lab and music 
theory, while also allowing for student creativity (i.e. composition and improvisation) and 
varying levels/interests (MENC, 2000). Seifried (2006) studied the impact of rock and popular 
teenage music on public school music education programs and found that participants described 
lasting impacts of music in their lives as “‘jamming with friends’ after school and playing music 
at parties as important ways of bonding with friends and meeting new people” (p. 171). 
Similarly, in a study involving music learning styles and strategies, Green (2012) found that 
“some students made leaps in their playing that their teachers had previously not thought them 
capable of, such as playing high notes on brass instruments, tuning by ‘lipping’, using different 
positions on string instruments, or gaining independence of the hands on the piano” (p. 62).  
Beyond the act of informal music making, Tobias (2013) notes that “reconciling 
differences between the musical cultures present in contemporary society and our K–12 music 
programs necessitates looking beyond whether people participate and focusing more closely on 
how they engage with music” (p. 30). He argues that technology plays a crucial role in how 
students “network, collaborate, create, and interact with music” (Tobias, 2013, p. 31). Much of 
the music we listen to today is created using music technology and production software, and yet, 
Abril and Gault (2008) found that Music Technology made up only 10% of common music class 




technology in the classroom, secondary educators are also affording them the chance to work 
with musical repertoire in new, and more relevant, ways (Thibeault, 2010). 
Incorporating student creativity (i.composition, arrangement, and improvisation) may 
also enrich the work music educators are already doing with their students, both in and outside 
the band, choir, and orchestra setting (Allsup, 2015, p. 86). Hargreaves and Marshall (2003) 
argue that “pupils seem to like most about music in or out of school is to develop the skills and 
confidence to ‘do it for themselves’: to gain ownership of and autonomy in their own music-
making” (p. 269). Although teachers tend to be uncomfortable with the idea of improvisation, 
given their lack of training in the area, the “participatory field’s accommodation of beginners 
makes for a hospitable place to develop that skill” (Thibeault, 2015, p. 58). Wright and 
Kanellopoulos (2010) suggest that improvisation can become a “means for unsettling dominant 
conceptions of music learning and for engaging with informal learning practices” because it 
promotes “musical creativity and musical creation” (p. 82-84). In giving students the opportunity 
to compose, arrange, and improvise music, we also provide them the “agency to choose music 
experiences more ‘congruent’ to their talents, needs, and interests,” and build their own identity 
by making choices for themselves which they “may not otherwise be grated by institutional 
structures and social norms” (Rathgeber, 2019). 
Teaching improvisation in the music classroom means that not every note or rhythm will 
be played correctly, but is the goal of music performance really to hide the labor that has gone 
into it? (Abramo, 2017). Goble (2003) writes, “an amateur performance, even when being less 
well in-tune or having ‘less-refined’ tone than a professional, will not be any less meaningful for 
the amateur performer” (p. 31). SMETs have continued taking part in a tradition which 




Realizing the role of the large ensemble and Western canon play in dominant narratives of music 
education in our classrooms is a starting point in reshaping music education to achieve lifelong 
musical relevance in the lives of our students. 
Summary 
 Existing literature on the subject of inclusivity within music education indicates that there 
is somewhat of a shared vision among music educators. This shared philosophy involves both a 
meaningful, lifelong engagement with music for all students, as well as the development of 
students as “artistic citizens” who utilize their artistic abilities to work in service of a wide range 
of social goods (Elliott, 2016). However, our profession is held back from achieving these goals 
due to several problematic factors surrounding the large ensemble model in SMEE. These factors 
include the problematic hierarchy within the large ensemble model, the idea of “high art” in 
regards to repertoire, and the failure to uplift underrepresented voices from traditionally 
marginalized students.  
Despite recent research and literature on the subject, our profession has continued to 
perpetuate dominant narratives of music education, in which the Western canon is honored, and 
the voices of white, cisgender, heterosexual men have permeated the core of SMEE practices 
(O’Toole, 2005). This tradition of perpetuating dominant narratives has created an inherent 
dichotomy where teachers may feel pressured to choose a “one or the other” approach to 
pedagogy, as opposed to adopting a “both/and” (Allsup, 2015) perspective which allows us to 
“both keep up with the changing musical culture and preserve the best of our musical past” 
(Kratus, 2007). In this way, SMEE may be only appealing to the “elite students” whose culture is 
rooted in that of dominant narratives. That is, the non-disabled, white, cisgender, and/or 




O’Toole, 2005; Regelski, 2000). In continuing to teach towards these dominant narratives, our 
field as a whole is failing to be truly “inclusive” of all our students. In Chapter 3, I will discuss 











































Introduction and Overview 
The purpose of this explanatory sequential mixed methods study was to discover ways in 
which secondary music ensemble teachers (SMETs) define, prioritize, and enact inclusivity in 
their classrooms in relation to dominant narratives of music education. This study may help 
illuminate secondary music teachers’ awareness of philosophies, pedagogies, and practices 
surrounding dominant narratives of SMEE, as well as provide insight on teacher strategies and 
roadblocks toward de-centering their work in the classroom. Furthermore, the study may reveal 
possible implications of musical background, specialization, and teaching experience on SMETs’ 
perceptions of and relationships with dominant narratives in music education. 
Design  
For this study, I used an explanatory sequential mixed methods design (Creswell & Plano 
Clark, 2011) involving quantitative data collection (phase one) followed by qualitative data 
collection (phase two). I chose to conduct a survey for phase one in order to reach a larger 
number of participants’ responses to questions surrounding their general philosophies, 
pedagogies and practices within the secondary music classroom. I chose to conduct interviews 
for the second phase in order to gain a more nuanced perspective into several participants’ 
individual philosophies and lived experiences. 
With the explanatory sequential mixed methods design, I generated interview questions 
based on the results of the survey data in phase one for gathering data during phase two. I 
received IRB approval prior to beginning my research. The following questions framed the 




1. To what extent do SMETs use music technology, repertoire selection, and student 
creativity (i.e., composition, arrangement, and improvisation) in their classrooms? 
2. How do SMETs describe strategies for and/or roadblocks that impede de-centering their 
work?  
3. How do SMETs’ perceptions of and relationships with dominant narratives differ based 
on specialization and teaching experience? 
4. What practices, philosophies, and/or pedagogies do SMETs utilize that reinforce and/or 
de-center dominant narratives of music education in their classrooms? 
Phase one involved a 28-item survey of multiple-choice and short-answer questions. I 
designed the survey and reviewed it with Dr. Maynard, Ph.D., from the music education 
department within the school of music at James Madison University. The survey questions (see 
Appendix D) solicited a wide variety of information from participants, in order to gauge a 
general sense of activities which may de-center and/or reinforce dominant narratives of 
secondary music education. Survey questions solicited demographic information including years 
of teaching experience and grade level (middle school grades 6-8 or high school grades 9-12), as 
well as information surrounding track to Virginia teacher licensure, primary instrument focus, 
use of music technology, teacher role in and outside of the classroom, criteria for repertoire 
selection, and use of activities which student creativity (i.e., composition, arrangement, and 
improvisation).  
Phase one survey participants who responded with examples of practices which de-center 
dominant narratives in the secondary music classroom (e.g., use of music technology, repertoire 
selection process, and student creativity through composition, improvisation and arranging) were 




1, and presented in Chapter Four. Data from phase two was used to answer research questions 2-
3 and presented in Chapter Five. Chapter Six combines findings from both phases to help answer 
research question 4 (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). 
Participants 
The participants for this study were music teachers of band, chorus, orchestra, or other 
music classes (e.g., general music/guitar/keyboard). Participants included middle and high school 
music ensemble directors in Virginia. I drew participants from a variety of geographical areas, 
including rural, suburban, and urban locations, and had teaching experience ranging from one to 
thirty+ years. I sent the Qualtrics survey link and an informed consent letter to 500 potential 
participants, of which 121 completed the survey, making for a 24% response rate. Participants 
for this study were selected using publicly available information provided by their respective 
Virginia teaching districts and the Virginia Music Educators’ Association (VMEA)/Virginia 
Band and Orchestra Association (VBODA) websites, as well as alumni and graduate resources 
provided by the School of Music at James Madison University. The sample included teachers 
from counties which represented a variety of geographical contexts (see Appendix C). 
Researcher Positionality 
The participants for this study included middle and high school music ensemble teachers. 
I am a fifth year music teacher, currently teaching high school choir in Fairfax County, VA. In 
order to acknowledge the ways in which my own past experiences and personal philosophy play 
a role in my bias as a researcher, I have disclosed my own connection to the research topic 
below. 
I am the oldest of three White children, born and raised in an upper-middle class 




up, my mother is a former community theatre director and co-founder of a non-profit acting 
organization for adults with disabilities. In many ways, I was surrounded by the arts as a child, 
and often attended musicals, plays, and concerts with my family.  
I began taking choir in middle school, after several failed attempts with violin and flute in 
elementary school. The Western European art music tradition was never something that appealed 
to me, but the idea of being able to perform excellent vocal music was. Rhythm and sight-
reading did not come easy in middle school, as our choral director taught all music primarily by 
rote. However, my high school choir director went on to teach me the foundational sight-singing 
skills I needed to audition for an undergraduate music education program. Since I had never 
taken voice lessons prior to my senior year, it took frequent practice and adjustment to fit myself 
into the Western European Art music mold. Although it never felt quite like an authentic music 
identity, I viewed the transition as well worth it to be able to work with secondary students in a 
choral teaching setting. 
During my first two years of teaching high school, I experienced a stark contrast between 
the classes I taught, and what I believed my music education philosophy to be. On one hand, I 
taught two “standard” choral classes which followed the Western choral music tradition and sang 
grades four and five music at district choral assessment. On the other hand, I was asked by the 
administration to teach secondary general music entitled “Creative Music” as well as a guitar 
class. Neither class involved any music theory or instrumental prerequisites, so many of my 
students were coming to guitar and Creative Music at a wide variety of levels. Standard notation 
did not work in guitar class since most students couldn’t tell a quarter note from an eighth note. 
Teaching music theory skills and music history did not captivate a single student in Creative 




Where I once believed my music education philosophy to be one of inclusivity for all students, 
regardless of background, I realized I was failing to emulate that philosophy in my teaching 
because I was simply reiterating the Western classical traditions I’d been taught. I began to 
wonder if other secondary ensemble teachers had experienced the same disconnect in their 
philosophy and practice. The COVID-19 pandemic interrupted my third year of teaching, but 
opened up space for me to question our current practice in secondary music education. The 
reignitement of the Black Lives Matter movement in June of 2020 only reaffirmed a question I 
couldn’t shake: should we continue adhering to a system, just because we’ve done it that way for 
a long time? It was this question that sparked my curiosity for research on the subject of 
secondary music educators’ perceptions of and experiences around dominant narratives of music 
education. 
Trustworthiness and Validity 
 Due to my positive bias surrounding the subject of disrupting dominant narratives in 
music education, I implemented several steps to enhance trustworthiness and validity of phase 
two data analysis and presentation, as recommended by Creswell (2007) and Saldaña (2016). 
Throughout the in vivo coding cycle, I reflected on my own experiences and biases surrounding 
themes in participants’ responses by engaging in analytic memo writing. Saldaña (2016) defines 
analytic memos as “researcher journal entries or blogs” detailing information “about the 
participants, phenomenon, or process under investigation” (p. 67). I also engaged in member 
checking among five phase two interview participants. Member checking involves “taking data, 
analyses, interpretations, and conclusions back to participants so that they can judge the accuracy 
and credibility of the account” (Creswell, 2007, p. 208). The member checking process allowed 




identifiable information they would like omitted from the paper. In addition to members 
checking the interview transcripts, I also had two of the participants check the Chapter Five 
fiction-based narrative. 
 In addition to member checking and coding, I also engaged in a peer review process with 
several individuals to ensure fluidity and clarity of the fiction-based narrative presentation of 
phase two data (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Since one of the characters in the story is non-
binary, I consulted a local DC artist who is non-binary regarding the language surrounding 
gender throughout the narrative. I also consulted an M.A. in English graduate of James Madison 
University, who holds a certificate of Narratives in Social Justice from Old Dominion 
University, and a Professor of Communication Studies at JMU for edits throughout the narrative 
regarding communication and literary devices used in creative writing. Additionally, I consulted 
a founding partner, writer, and editor with D&O Creative Group for organizational elements and 
development evaluation of the narrative. 
Data Presentation and Analysis 
In line with Creswell and Plano Clark’s (2011) explanatory sequential design, I followed 
multiple steps in my data collection process. I used descriptive statistical analysis to analyze 
survey data from phase one. Phase one data is grouped based on participant demographics, track 
to licensure and primary instrument focus, use of music technology, teacher role(s) in and 
outside the classroom, repertoire selection, and opportunity for student creativity (i.e., 
composition, arrangement, and improvisation). Based on the survey data from phase one, I 
generated a series of open-ended interview questions for phase two, in order to clarify and 
elaborate on results from phase one. Interview transcripts served as raw data for phase two. I first 




be grouped into categories. I then used these categories to organize recurring data into larger 
themes in order to help establish a framework for developing character narratives. 
Data Presentation  
Research questions for this study were both qualitative and quantitative in nature. Phase 
one data was used to answer research question 1 (see Chapter Four). Phase two findings were 
used to answer research questions 2-3 and presented in Chapter Five using a fiction-based 
approach where literary techniques such as character interactions, setting, plot, inciting incident, 
and other fictional elements allow for nuance and context, while helping portray the lived 
experiences of phase two interview participants (Leavy, 2020). In Chapter 6, phase one data 
from research question 1 was then combined with phase two findings from research question 2-3, 
in order to help answer research questions 4. The purpose of the second phase was to further 
explain, as well as add more depth to the phase one survey results through a mixed methods 
analysis and discussion. 
Quantitative Data Presentation (Phase One). Phase one data is presented using 
descriptive statistics, tables and text. I selected descriptive analysis of data in order to summarize 
the large quantities of information from the survey, as well as identify important trends which 
may have been masked by variation among data sets, such as years of experience teaching, track 
to Virginia licensure, performance experience outside of school, etc. (Creswell and Plano Clark, 
2011). In Chapter Four, tables are used to visually display phase one findings while text is used 
to discuss the trends among those findings.  
Qualitative Data Presentation (Phase Two). The culmination of the phase two 
participant narratives are presented using a fiction-based approach (Leavy, 2017) in Chapter 




social research and projects” and valuing “aesthetic understanding, evocation, and provocation” 
(p. 191). In terms of method, these “practice-based approaches rely on the generative processes 
in which the artistic practice itself may be the inquiry” and these approaches are most commonly 
employed in order to “explore, describe, evoke, provoke, or unsettle” (Leavy, 2017, p. 191). 
I chose to use narrative inquiry and fiction-based research within the area of music 
education, because it can be understood as a way to disrupt “the social narrative of music 
education, to make it more responsive, more inclusive of the lives of all people, regardless of 
who they are and how they are positioned on the landscape” and a way of “inquiring narratively 
into the living, telling, re-telling, and re-living of individual’s experiences of music education” 
(Clandinin, 2009, p. 208). Fiction-based presentation of mixed methods data includes participant 
narratives from phase two, as well as short answer data from phase one. This integration of 
mixed methods data goes a step beyond simply sharing each participant’s response. I selected a 
fiction-based approach for presentation of phase two data because it allows for nuance in 
participant perspectives, and holds space for participant narratives to tell a larger story about 
secondary music educators’ experiences in and around the conflicting nature of inclusivity and 
adhering to (or disrupting) dominant narratives of a Western classical tradition in the classroom.  
After coding the phase two data and noting common themes and shared experiences, I 
combined the stories of multiple interview participants to develop eight fictional characters for 
the narrative presentation. Each of the fictional characters was inspired by one or more of the 
interview participants’ teaching contexts, interview responses, short answers and/or vignettes 
shared during phase one and two. A combination of direct quotes from multiple interview 
participants were used to create fictional characters. These characters set a context for 




wide variety of musical backgrounds, years of teaching, specialization/grade level, and unique 
lived experiences of each teacher. An overview of the setting and plot of the fictional narrative, 












































The purpose of this explanatory sequential mixed methods study was to discover ways in 
which SMETs define, prioritize, and enact inclusivity in their classrooms in relation to dominant 
narratives of music education. For the purposes of this study, dominant narratives of SMEE can 
be defined as philosophies, practices and pedagogies which center the White, cisgender, 
heterosexual, non-disabled experience, and present themselves through the large ensemble model 
and Western musical canon. This study may help illuminate secondary music teachers’ 
awareness of philosophies, pedagogies, and practices surrounding dominant narratives of SMEE, 
as well as provide insight on teacher strategies and roadblocks toward de-centering their work in 
the classroom. Furthermore, the study may reveal possible implications of musical background, 
specialization, and teaching experience on SMETs’ perceptions of and relationships with 
dominant narratives in music education. 
 The study involved two phases: a quantitative phase one where the instrument used was 
a survey questionnaire, and a qualitative phase two involving follow-up interviews based on the 
findings from found phase one. The phase one quantitative data is presented in this chapter. The 
following questions framed the investigation within a mixed methods approach, where question 
one is answered primarily through the phase one quantitative data: 
1. To what extent do SMETs use music technology, repertoire selection, and student 
creativity (i.e., composition, arrangement, and improvisation) in their classrooms? 





3. How do SMETs’ perceptions of and relationships with dominant narratives differ based 
on specialization and teaching experience? 
4. What practices, philosophies, and/or pedagogies do SMETs utilize that reinforce and/or 
de-center dominant narratives of music education in their classrooms? 
Participant Demographics  
Research question 3 asks “How do SMETs’ perceptions of and relationships with 
dominant narratives differ based on specialization and teaching experience?” Participants for this 
study were music teachers in band, chorus, orchestra, or other music classes (e.g. general 
music/guitar/keyboard). Survey participants included middle and high school music ensemble 
directors in Virginia. I sent the Qualtrics survey link and informed consent letter to 500 
participants, and 121 participants completed the survey, making for a 24% response rate. The 
first portion of the survey questionnaire solicited basic demographic information, listed below in 
Tables 1-3. Years of teaching experience are listed in Table 1. The mean participant years of 
teaching experience are 17-19 and the median years teaching experience are 10-13. Overall, 77% 
of survey participants reported having 1-19 years of teaching, while only 23% reported having 
20 or more years teaching experience, and 7% have been teaching 30+ years. One factor that 
may have influenced this breakdown of years teaching could be the familiarity and comfort level 
















Participant Years Teaching Experience 
Years Teaching Experience  Number of Participants Percentage 
1-3 14 12% 
4-6 16 13% 
7-9 14 12% 
10-13 17 14% 
14-16 14 12% 
17-19 17 14% 
20-23 6 6% 
24-26 9 7% 
27-29 4 3% 
30+ 9 7% 
 
Forty-seven percent of participants were middle school teachers and 53% were high 
school teachers. Tables 2 and 3 show the breakdown of geographical location and socioeconomic 
status for each teachers’ district. Sixty-five percent work in a suburban area, 23% of participants 
work in a more rural area, and only 12% work in an urban area. Ninety-two percent of 
respondents teach in the low, middle or upper middle socio economic classes, where middle 
socioeconomic status is the average. Eight percent of respondents represent the outliers of 












Geographical Community of Participant School 
Geographical Community  Number of Participants   Percentage 
Rural  1 <1% 
Rural - small town  20 16% 
Rural - large town/small city  8 7% 
Urban - mid-size city  13 11% 
Urban - large city  1 <1% 
Suburban - residential near mid-
size city 
36 30% 





Socioeconomic Status of Participant School 
Socioeconomic Status  Number of Participants Percentage 
Extreme poverty 3 2% 
Low socio-economic 37 30% 
Middle socio-economic 43 35% 
Upper Middle socio-economic 30 25% 
High socio-economic 6 5% 
Note. Totals may not add up to 100% as some participants left this question blank. 
Participant Licensure Track and Instrument Focus 
Ninety three percent of respondents received a Bachelor's Degree in Music Education, 
and only seven percent took an alternative track with either a separate Bachelors of Music or 




licensure, outside the traditional undergraduate music education degree (i.e., BM in Music, 
Performance, or Composition) or Bachelor of Arts (BA in Music) followed by a Masters of 
Music (MM in Conducting or Music Education). Most participants had a traditional track to 
music education licensure, which also means their undergraduate experiences likely involved a 
lot of similar Western European art music traditions.  
Table 4 
Participant Undergraduate Degrees Outside Music Education 
Pathway to Music Education Licensure Number of Participants 
B.A. Music, M.M. Education 2 
B.M. Performance, M.M. Education  1 
B.M. Composition, M.M. Education  1 
B.A. Music, M.M. Conducting with Licensure 1 
B.M. Performance, M.M. Conducting w/ Licensure 1 
B.M. Music & Licesnure   3 
 
All participants received either a Bachelor's degree in music education or an alternative 
B.A. or B.M. and teacher licensure (see Table 4), and focussed on a Western specific instrument 
for their undergraduate studies (i.e., brass, orchestra, voice, keyboard or guitar). Since most 
undergraduate music programs follow the large ensemble model and Western instrument 
tradition, it is not surprising that most participants come from an instrumental-band 
concentration (43%), vocal/choral (31%) or instrumental-orchestra (16%) background. When 
looking at the breakdown of primary instruments, the same trend of primarily Western 





Table 5 contains instruments which respondents play for fun/at home, as compared with 
the instruments they play for school. Outside of their primary instruments within the Western 
European art music tradition (i.e. brass, strings, winds, voice), the most popularly reported 
instruments respondents enjoyed playing at home (Table 5) included keyboard/piano (70%), 
voice (56%), guitar (42%) and ukulele (27%). When comparing their use of those same 
instruments in the classroom, keyboard/piano (69%) and voice (41%) stayed fairly consistent, 
which isn’t surprising for choral directors and instrumental directors who use singing in their 
classrooms. However, guitar and ukulele were far less popular in the classroom than they were at 
home (see Table 5). 
Table 5 
Instruments Played for Fun/at Home vs. for Work/School 
Instrument  Percentage Played for Fun Percentage Played for School 
Winds  29% 36% 
Brass 33% 32% 
Percussion 31% 46% 
Strings 31% 26% 
Keyboard/Piano 70% 69% 
Voice 56% 41% 
Guitar 42% 26% 
Ukulele  27% 6% 
Other 8% 2% 
Note. Totals may not add up to 100% as participants were able to select more than one answer 
Use of Music Technology 
Research question 1 asks “to what extent do SMETs use music technology, repertoire 




classrooms?” In terms of music technology use, 65% of survey respondents reported using music 
production software at school, while only 49% of survey respondents reported using it at home 
for personal use. Across the board, participants gave a wide variety of interpretations of the 
phrase “music technology” (see Table 6). Given that the participants' average years of teaching 
experience was 17-19 years, and the survey was administered in the fall of 2020 after several 
months of distance learning instruction due to the pandemic, it is no surprise that over half of 
participants said they engage with music technology software at school. Further research might 
indicate whether teachers reported using more music or less technology prior to the COVID-19 
pandemic. 
The most commonly reported music technology programs used at school (see Table 6) 
were virtual ensemble preparation software or notation software (i.e. GarageBand-25%, 
Audacity-20%, Logic-8%, and Finale-8%). When compared with the music software used at 
home for personal use, composition software was more popular slightly more popular than 
virtual ensemble software (i.e. SoundTrap-25%, GarageBand-24%, Finale-8%, and Logic-8%). 
While some participants could be using these programs for personal composition projects or 
virtual music production at home, the vast majority of participants are not interacting with these 
types of programs for personal use. And although 65% of respondents said they interact with 




Music Production Software Used at Home vs. School 
Music Production Software Percentage Used at Home Percentage Used at School 




Audacity 7% 20% 
Logic 8% 8% 
Finale 8% 8% 
SoundTrap 25% 7% 
BandLab 2% 7% 
SmartMusic 2% 7% 
MuseScore 3% 6% 
iMovie 6% 5% 
Sibelius 2% 5% 
Noteflight 2% 4% 
Adobe Suite 2% 3% 
PreSonus Studio One 3% 3% 
Sight-Reading Factory >1% 3% 
Open Shot >1% 2% 
WeVideo 3% 2% 
Ableton Live >1% >1% 
Final Cut Pro 2% 2% 
Beat Master >1% >1% 
Chrome Music Lab >1% >1% 
DaVinci Resolve 0% >1% 
Flat io >1% >1% 
FL Studio >1% >1% 
Main Stage 0% >1% 
Music First 0% >1% 
musictheory.net 0% >1% 
Reaper >1% >1% 
A Cappella App >1% 0% 




Note. Totals do not add up to 100% as participants were able to fill in more than one answer 
Teacher Role(s) in and Outside the Classroom 
 When asked how participants’ employers viewed their roles in the classroom (see Table 
7), 54% of participants said their employer views their role as a “Music Teacher.” When asked 
how they personally viewed their roles in the classroom, 50% participants responded they view 
themselves as a “Conductor/Music Teacher,” meaning they consider themselves not only an 
educator but also an ensemble conductor who is responsible for leading performances. Given that 
the participants for this study are made up entirely of secondary music educators at the 
middle/high school level, ensemble direction is likely a big part of their roles within their school 
community. However, participants might not say their employer viewed that conducting role as a 
central part of their job in the same way they do. This could be due to the heavy focus on private 
instruction and conducting at the undergraduate level.  
Table 7 
Teaching Role from Participant vs. Employer Perspective 
Job Title  Percentage (Personal Identity)  Percentage (Employer’s View) 
Performing Artist 0% >1% 
Performing Artist/Conductor >1% >1% 
Conductor/Director 16% 11% 
Conductor/Music Teacher 50% 32% 
Music Teacher 24% 54% 
Music Teacher/Facilitator 10% 2% 
Facilitator 0% 0% 
 
Table 8 shows how satisfied participants are with conducting as a part of their teaching 




with conducting as a part of their jobs. While 3% of participants reported feeling “very 
unsatisfied” (1%) or “unsatisfied'” (3%) with conducting as a part of their jobs, these participants 
are the outliers. These outliers might imply that participants not only value the conducting aspect 
of their jobs, but also experience many opportunities to conduct at their job due to the ensemble 
model in place. This ensemble model is likely comfortable for secondary educators because they 
are familiar with it from their undergraduate experiences. 
Table 8 
Satisfaction with Conducting in School Context 
Level of Satisfaction Number of Participants  Percentage 
Very Unsatisfied 1 >1% 
Unsatisfied 4 3% 
Neutral  53 44% 
Satisfied 43 36% 
Very Satisfied  20 16% 
 
 In terms of performance roles outside the classroom, 71% of participants were involved 
in a performing ensemble outside of school. Of these performing ensembles, the top reported 
groups follow dominant narratives of SMEE (i.e. musical canon and structures of the Western 
large ensemble model) These include church music ensembles (23%), community band (21%), 
community orchestra (16%) and community choir (14%) (see Table 9). Performing groups 
outside the standard large ensemble model make up the outliers of the data set, including rock 
bands (4%), a cappella groups (2%), informal jam sessions (1%), community musical theatre 
(1%) and jazz band (1%). The majority of respondents who were involved in outside-of-school 
music groups participate in groups which reinforce dominant narratives (i.e. many church music 




the values and practices seen through dominant narratives of music education, which is also 
centered around the large ensemble model. This could be, in part, because participants feel more 
familiar and/or comfortable with this model from their own personal experience as a student and 
now adult musician. 
Table 9 
Involvement in Music Performance/Groups Outside of School  
Type of Music Group/Activity Number of Participants Percentage 
Church Ensemble 28 23% 
Community Band 26 21% 
Community Orchestra 19 16% 
Community Choir 17 14% 
Quartet/Small Ensemble 10 8% 
Paid/Professional Gigs 8 6% 
Rock Band 5 4% 
A Cappella Group 3 2% 
Informal Jam Sessions 2 1% 
Community Theatre 2 1% 
Jazz Band 2 1% 
Note. Totals do not add up to 100% as participants were able to fill in more than one answer 
Repertoire Selection 
Research question 1 asks to what extent do SMETs use music technology, repertoire 
selection, and student creativity (i.e., composition, arrangement, and improvisation) in their 
classrooms? Tables 10-13 present data associated with repertoire selection. When asked with 
what frequency they intentionally program music by women composers (Table 10), men 




European classical tradition (Table 13), the majority of participants answered “sometimes” for 
each category. 
Participants who “always” intentionally program music by women composers (7%), men 
composers (4%), Black composers (2%) and music outside the Western classical tradition (7%) 
made up the outliers for each data set. 24% of participants report they “rarely” or “never” 
intentionally program music by women composers, 24% “rarely” or “never” intentionally 
program music by Black composers, and 15% “rarely” or “never” intentionally program music 
outside the Western classical tradition. Findings indicate that the background of the composers 
participants choose is likely not a determining factor for repertoire selection. Historically, the 
majority of Western European art music is composed by white, cisgender, heterosexual men 
(O’Toole, 2005). Thus, participants who answered “sometimes”, “rarely” or “never” in Tables 
10, 12, and 13, might be, consciously or unconsciously, reinforcing dominant narratives of music 
education in their classrooms. Similarly, participants who answered “always” or “often” in the to 
the same questions may be working toward de-centering dominant narratives of music education 
by making an intentional decision to select repertoire from composers of a diverse background.  
Table 10 
Women Composers: Frequency of Intentional Programming 
Frequency Number of Participants Percentage 
Always 8 7% 
Often 37 30% 
Sometimes 47 39% 
Rarely 10 8% 







Men Composers: Frequency of Intentional Programming 
Frequency Number of Participants Percentage 
Always 5 4% 
Often 18 15% 
Sometimes 28 23% 
Rarely 16 13% 
Never 54 45% 
 
Table 12 
Black Composers: Frequency of Intentional Programming 
Frequency Number of Participants Percentage 
Always 3 2% 
Often 26 21% 
Sometimes 64 53% 
Rarely 10 8% 
Never 18 16% 
 
Table 13 
Music Outside Western Tradition: Frequency of Intentional Programming 
Frequency Number of Participants Percentage 
Always 9 7% 
Often 45 38% 
Sometimes 49 40% 
Rarely 7 6% 





Criteria for repertoire selection (Table 14) and resources for collecting repertoire (Table 
15) may help explain participants' lack of intention to program music by women composers 
(Table 10), Black composers (Table 12), and/or music outside the Western classical tradition 
(Table 13). Table 14 displays the criteria for repertoire selection, where the most commonly 
reported repertoire selection factors include “current skill level” (70%), “teaches new curricular 
skill” (31%), “fun/engaging for students” (30%) and “contrasting styles/genres” (26%). The least 
commonly reported criteria for selecting repertoire included “current events/social justice” (3%), 
“engaging for audience” (3%), “culturally sensitive” (2%), “non-religious” (1%) and 
“decolonization” (>1%) (Table 14). This might indicate a teacher emphasis on music literacy and 
preserving the Western tradition, and less of an emphasis on social context/community and 
audience enjoyment. 
Table 14 
Criteria & Selection Process for Ensemble Repertoire 
Selection Technique/Criteria Number of Participants Percentage 
Current Student Skill Level 85 70% 
Teaches New Curricular Skills 37 31% 
Engaging/Fun for Students 36 30% 
Contrasting Styles/Genres 31 26% 















“Classic” or “Standard” 
Repertoire 
10 8% 
Students’ Cultural Background 10 8% 
Foreign Language 8 7% 
Student Input 7 6% 
“High Quality” 7 6% 
Cost of Music 6 5% 
Meaningful Message 6 5% 
Current Events/Social Justice 4 3% 
Engaging for Audience 4 3% 
Culturally Sensitive 3 2% 
Non-Religious 2 1% 
Decolonization 1 >1% 
Note. Totals do not add up to 100% as participants were able to fill in more than one answer 
Table 15 displays participants' answers for where they locate repertoire to use with their 
students. Professional organizations (54%), colleagues (53%), JW Pepper (29%), internet search 
(25%) and conference/district events (19%) were among the most popular answers, while student 
input (4%), Institute for Composer Diversity (1%), SmartMusic (1%), and undergraduate 
repertoire (1%) were among the least popular. If professional organizations and colleagues are 
often promoting music within the standard Western European tradition, and only a small number 
of participants are considering student input and consulting the Institute for Composer Diversity 
when selecting repertoire, this might help explain the lack of intentional programming by women 












Resources for Selecting Repertoire 
Resource Number of Participants Percentage 
Professional Organizations 65 54% 
Colleagues 64 53% 
JW Pepper 35 29% 
Internet Search 30 25% 
Conferences/District Events 23 19% 
Social Media Groups 12 10% 
Personal Repertoire 11 9% 
District/State Guidelines 7 6% 
Publisher Database 7 6% 
Luck’s Music 5 4% 
Student Input 5 4% 
Institute for Composer Diversity 2 1% 
SmartMusic 2 1% 
Undergraduate Repertoire 2 1% 
Note. Totals may not add up to 100% as participants were able to fill in more than one answer 
Student Creativity in the Classroom 
Research question 1 asks to what extent do SMETs use music technology, repertoire 
selection, and student creativity (i.e., composition, arrangement, and improvisation) in their 
classrooms? Music education can provide an opportunity for autonomy in individual music 
choices through student-led and small group activities in the classroom (Countryman and Rose, 
2017). Seventy-two percent of participants said they employ “project-based” or “small group 




most popular activities included “small group/chamber ensembles'' (28%) and “sectional 
rehearsals'' (27%). Participants may have varying personal definitions for “project-based” and/or 
“small group learning,” as the less popularly reported activities included “race/social justice 
projects'' (3%), music technology (2%), and “climate change,” “improvisation,” and 
“transcription” (all less than 1%). Participants who reported using “small groups/chamber 
ensembles” as well as “sectional rehearsals'' as their project-based/small group learning activities 
may be, consciously or unconsciously, reinforcing dominant narratives of music education by 
employing activities which simply promote the large ensemble repertoire they are already 
performing in class. Alternatively, participants who reported using activities like “composition,” 
“arranging,” “race/social justice projects,” music technology,” “climate change,” 
“improvisation,” and “transcription” may be working toward de-centering dominant narratives of 
music education by including activities which promote student creativity, rather than reinforce 
the ensemble tradition. Although each of these activities alone do not indicate an intent to 
dismantle dominant narratives, they may indicate participants are open to it. 
Table 16 
Types of Project-Based/Small Group Learning Incorporated in Class 
Activity/Project Number of Participants Percentage 
Small Group/Chamber Ensemble 34 28% 
Sectional Rehearsals 33 27% 
Composition 22 18% 
Composer/Repertoire-Based 13 11% 
Arranging 8 7% 
Music Theory 5 4% 




Music Technology 3 2% 
Climate Change 1 <1% 
Improvisation 1 <1% 
Transposition 1 <1% 
Note. Totals do not add up to 100% as participants were able to fill in more than one answer 
While 72% of participants reported employing small group/project-based learning in their 
classrooms, 97% of participants reported employing music theory in their classrooms. The most 
common music theory activities included “sight-reading” (42%), “key signatures/circle of 5ths” 
(31%), “harmony/chord structure” (24%) and interval relationships (16%) (Table 17). Less 
common activities included “aural skills/ear training” (7%), “improvisation theory (jazz band)” 
(<1%), “piano theory” (<1%), and “transposition” (<1%). When comparing Table 16 with Table 
17, music theory activities seem to be prioritized over small group/project based learning 
activities.  
Table 17 
Types of Music Theory Activities Incorporated in Class 
Concept/Activity Number of Participants Percentage 
Sight-Reading 51 42% 
Key Signatures/Circle of 5ths 38 31% 
Harmony/Chord Structure 29 24% 
Interval Relationships 20 16% 
Compositional Techniques/Form 16 13% 
Skills Directly Related to 
Repertoire 
15 12% 
From a Method Book 12 10% 




Aural Skills/Ear Training 9 7% 
Improvisation Theory (Jazz 
Band) 
1 <1% 
Piano Theory 1 <1% 
Transposition 1 <1% 
Note. Totals do not add up to 100% as participants were able to fill in more than one answer 
Tables 18-20 display the frequency with which participants employ student composition, 
student arrangement, and student improvisation, respectively. Composition was the most popular 
activity. Forty-three percent of participants said they employ student composition while 57% 
said they do it infrequently or not at all (Table 18). Improvisation and arrangement were much 
less common. 23% of participants said they employ student arrangements while 77% said they 
do it infrequently or not at all (Table 19). Thirty percent of participants said they employ student 
improvisation, 17% do it in a Jazz specific context, and 42% do it infrequently or not at all 
(Table 20). 
Table 18 
Frequency of Student Composition in the Classroom 
Response Number of Participants Percentage 
Yes 52 43% 
Yes, but infrequently 37 31% 
N/A 32 26% 
 
Table 19 
Frequency of Student Arrangement in the Classroom 
Response Number of Participants Percentage 




Yes, but infrequently 37 31% 




Frequency of Student Improvisation in the Classroom 
Response Number of Participants Percentage 
Yes 36 30% 
Yes, but infrequently 30 25% 
Yes, only in Jazz Ensembles 21 17% 
N/A 34 28% 
 
Summary 
Research question 1 asks, to what extent do secondary music educators use music 
technology, repertoire selection, and student creativity (i.e., composition, arrangement, and 
improvisation) in their classrooms? Seventy-seven percent of participants have 17-19 years of 
teaching experience, which means they are likely familiar with developing music technology and 
distance learning tools while they’ve been teaching throughout the pandemic. This may help 
explain why 65% employ music technology at school. However, when asked how they employ 
small group and project-based learning, only 2% said they employ music technology projects 
with their students, where the most popularly used small group/project-based learning activities 
included “small group/chamber ensembles'' and “sectional rehearsals,” activities which follow 
the standard large ensemble format. In terms of repertoire selection, only a small number of 
participants “always” intentionally program music by women composers (7%), Black composers 
(2%), or outside the Western classical tradition (7%). Phase one quantitative findings suggest 




with their students, music theory activities and standard Western European Art Music repertoire 
are prioritized over student compositions, arrangements or improvisation.  
Research question 3 asks, what practices, philosophies, and/or pedagogies do secondary 
music educators utilize that reinforce and/or de-center dominant narratives of music education in 
their classrooms? Phase one factors to consider when looking at research question 3 may include 
respondent’s participation in a majority of standard, large ensemble models outside of school 
(i.e. church music ensembles, community bands, orchestras and choirs). Large ensembles often 
promote structures and practices also seen in dominant narratives of music education. A small 
number of participants participate in rock bands, informal jam sessions, a cappella groups, 
community musical theatre and jazz bands, and these respondents may have a more diverse 
performance experience outside the standard large ensemble model. It is possible that these 
participants may disrupt or de-center dominant narratives of music education in their classrooms, 
due to their more varied experiences outside of school. Overall, participants seem to “follow the 
status quo” in terms of licensure track and repertoire selection. Ninety-two percent of 
participants earned their degree through a standard undergraduate Music Education, meaning 
they likely played instruments and participated in ensembles which also follow dominant 
narratives. In terms of repertoire collection, over half of participants select repertoire from 
resources made available by “professional organizations” (54%) and “colleagues” (53%), while 
only 4% select repertoire based on “student input” and 1% consult the “Institute for Composer 
Diversity.” If professional organizations and colleagues are often promoting music within the 
standard Western European tradition, and only a small number of participants are considering 




might help explain the lack of intentional programming by women composers, black composers, 
and those outside the standard Western classical tradition. 
Phase two of the study involved a series of open-ended interview questions where I seek 
to gain a deeper understanding of the ways in which repertoire collection, student creativity (i.e. 
music technology, composition, arrangement and improvisation), and personal music 
background play a role in teachers’ either reinforcing and/or de-centering dominant narratives of 
music education in their classrooms. In Chapter Five, phase one survey data from research 
question 1 is combined with phase two interview data to help answer research questions 2-3 in 
the form of a fiction-based narrative. In Chapter Six, I will combine findings from both phases in 




























Purpose and Research Questions 
The purpose of this explanatory sequential mixed methods study was to discover ways in 
which (SMETs) define, prioritize, and enact inclusivity in their classrooms in relation to 
dominant narratives of music education. This study may help illuminate secondary music 
teachers’ awareness of philosophies, pedagogies, and practices surrounding dominant narratives 
of SMEE, as well as provide insight on teacher strategies and roadblocks toward de-centering 
their work in the classroom. Furthermore, the study may reveal possible implications of musical 
background, specialization, and teaching experience on SMETs’ perceptions of and relationships 
with dominant narratives in music education. The following questions framed the investigation 
within a mixed methods approach: 
1. To what extent do SMETs use music technology, repertoire selection, and student 
creativity (i.e., composition, arrangement, and improvisation) in their classrooms? 
2. How do SMETs describe strategies for and/or roadblocks that impede de-centering their 
work?  
3. How do SMETs’ perceptions of and relationships with dominant narratives differ based 
on specialization and teaching experience? 
4. What practices, philosophies, and/or pedagogies do SMETs utilize that reinforce and/or 
de-center dominant narratives of music education in their classrooms? 
Introduction to Qualitative Data Presentation 
 The culmination of the phase two participant narratives are presented using a fiction-




the tenets of the creative arts to social research and projects” and valuing “aesthetic 
understanding, evocation, and provocation” (p. 191). In terms of method, these “practice-based 
approaches rely on the generative processes in which the artistic practice itself may be the 
inquiry” and these approaches are most commonly employed in order to “explore, describe, 
evoke, provoke, or unsettle” (Leavy, 2017, p. 191).  
After coding the phase two data and noting common themes and shared experiences, I 
combined the stories of multiple interview participants to develop eight fictional characters for 
the narrative presentation. Each of the fictional characters was inspired by one or more of the 
interview participants’ teaching contexts, interview responses, short answers and/or vignettes 
shared during phase one and two. A combination of direct quotes from multiple interview 
participants were used to create fictional characters. These characters set a context for 
understanding the nuanced perspectives of the phase two participants, and each represent the 
wide variety of musical backgrounds, years of teaching, specialization/grade level, and unique 
lived experiences of each teacher. An overview of the setting and plot of the fictional narrative, 
as well as bios for each of the eight fictional characters, can be found below. 
Overview of Fiction-Based Narrative 
It is the summer of 2021. COVID-19 vaccinations are now readily available for most 
adults and teens in the U.S. After the most difficult year of their teaching careers, a group of 
middle and high school music educators are ready to relax and reflect. Liam was in the middle of 
his first year of teaching high school orchestra when the pandemic struck, but luckily he had an 
incredible county mentor, Gary, to help him through. After months of weekly Google Meets and 
strategizing together, they finally met in person for the first time since 2019 at a coffee shop near 




of student enrollment and the direction of their field as we come out of the pandemic and into a 
“new normal.” Liam shared how much he missed playing bass with other musicians, and making 
music in person with his students. It was then that Gary got the idea to invite some of the most 
esteemed colleagues he’s met over the years; classmates from undergrad, other teachers in the 
district, fellow panelists, and educators he’s connected with at conferences, to a weekend get-
away. With the Airbnb cabin in the Shenandoah booked and ready, Gary and Liam look forward 
to a weekend of reflection, renewed philosophy, a vision for their programs moving forward, and 
of course- playing music together again. 
Character Bios 
Liam Rodriguez (he/him) Liam is a 2nd year high school orchestra teacher in a low 
socio-economic suburb of the more rural Shenandoah Valley. He was thankful to land his first 
teaching job in the same county as his fabulous mentor, Gary Clark, who teaches band at the 
feeder middle school. Liam was not prepared for his first year of teaching to be cut short by the 
pandemic, and still can’t believe he made it through his second year teaching strings via a hybrid 
distance-learning model. Unlike a lot of his colleagues attending the trip this weekend, Liam did 
not receive his PreK-12 licensure through the usual path of an undergraduate major in music 
education. Instead, he completed a Bachelor of music degree in composition, and a Masters 
degree in music education with licensure. Liam also played bass in a jazz combo throughout 
college and loves improvising. While he’s always thought of himself as an inclusive educator, 
Liam is starting to question whether his practices reflect his intentions to make all his students 
feel included. After over a year of re-envisioning his philosophy and practice, Liam hopes to 




Gary Clark (he/him) Gary is a 15th-year middle school band teacher in the same county 
as Liam. He always loved music growing up, but never saw himself as fitting the standard “band 
director'' mold when surrounded by other undergraduate music education majors in college. 
Gary’s administration takes District Band Assessment very seriously, and he essentially teaches 
to the concert in most of his classes. After attending an ear training conference several years 
back, Gary experienced a huge shift in philosophy. He realized he wanted to teach more solfege 
and individual musicianship skills to his band students so they could be set up for success after 
they left his class, even if they didn’t continue with band in high school. Gary has been doing 
what he can to get through teaching band in a pandemic, and was relieved that he didn’t have to 
deal with the added pressure from his administrators to receive a superior rating at assessment 
this year. One of Gary’s favorite things to do is talk music education philosophy and practice, so 
he arranged a weekend trip for some of his vaccinated colleagues he’s met over the years in his 
district, at various conferences, or while working on his degrees.  
Audrey Davis (she/her) Audrey has been teaching high school choir for 25 years in 
northern Virginia, where she also directs her church choir. She’s been lucky enough to teach at 
the same school her almost whole career, and has the ins and outs of her choir program down 
pact. Even before the pandemic, Audrey noticed she was losing a lot of potential ensemble 
students to other electives. Going into next year, she’s worried about recruitment and the lack of 
kids signed up for her classes, especially with the disruption to the regular flow of the year with 
the pandemic. After several attempts at virtual music production with her students, Audrey 
vowed she would simply do her best to make choir that same familiar, relaxing place the students 
could go (or “log on to”) amidst the stress of all their other core classes. Audrey met Gary while 




her colleagues in the performing arts department might like to attend, she jumped at the 
opportunity to get out of the house after such a long year. 
Steven Miller (he/him) Steven is a 2nd year high school band director and music theory 
teacher at the same school as Audrey. His dad is also a high school band director, and instilled in 
him early on the importance of music and community of marching band. After studying music 
education at the undergraduate level, he went immediately into his masters program to study 
conducting. Steven was thrilled to land his first job in such a well-established high school band 
program. Prior to the pandemic, Steven played in a jazz funk band with some friends he met 
through his masters degree. In his free time, Steven composes and arranges tunes for his personal 
band, as well as his band students. Steven was so thankful to have a vetran teacher like Audrey at 
his school to help him with the transition into such a huge program last year, but they’ve never 
seen eye to eye in terms of their philosophies of music education. While he’s a little 
apprehensive about carpooling together, Steven is overall excited to jam with musicians in 
person again, and hopefully get some fresh ideas for tunes he can arrange next school year. 
Meg Young (they/them) Meg is a 15th-year middle school choir teacher in the same 
district as Gary. From an early age, Meg was surrounded by music. They began playing piano at 
10 years old, and sang in the church choir. Meg would often set up the dry erase board in the 
living room and “quiz” their family members, so it was no surprise that they entered the teaching 
profession. Meg is also non-binary, and runs the LGBTQIA+ Ally club at their school. For Meg, 
teaching the “cornerstones'' of the classic Western European canon has never been the main goal. 
Rather, Meg focuses on creating a space where all students feel safe, welcome, and capable. This 




what ideas they have for addressing some of the social issues we’ve seen this year, particularly 
the Black Lives Matter movement. 
Brenda Scott (she/her) Brenda Scott has been teaching high school orchestra in Norfolk 
for 30 years. She has very high standards for her students, modeled after many influential 
orchestral mentors she had growing up. Technology is not her strong suit, so the pandemic hasn’t 
been easy, but she’s doing what she can to keep her students engaged and excited about 
improving their skills individually while they’re distance-learning. Brenda and Gary met at the 
Midwest Clinic several years back after a lively debate regarding rote teaching, and have stayed 
in touch ever since. Before she had kids, Brenda played viola in several professional orchestras. 
Now that all her kids are grown and the country is starting to open back up, Brenda is looking 
forward to playing her instrument again with some of her colleagues on the trip this weekend! 
Sarah Jones (she/her) Sarah is a 12th year high school choir teacher in Northern 
Virginia. She grew up singing at church every Sunday, and was always surrounded by music 
since her mom is also a choir teacher. Sarah double-majored in music education and musical 
theatre during college. When she was a freshman, she landed an ensemble role in Guys and 
Dolls, where she met Gary, who played in the pit orchestra at the time. Sarah is meticulous about 
repertoire selection and passionate about conducting. She didn’t enjoy her previous position as 
much because she was constantly having to play the piano instead of conducting, since they 
couldn’t afford an accompanist. Now, Sarah’s teaching in a wealthier area of Northern Virginia, 
and able to afford more opportunities for her students. She’s thrilled to get back to conducting 
and performing choral music in the Fall. 
Alice Campbell (she/her) Alice is a 9th year middle school orchestra teacher in Northern 




Alice often attended operas, symphonies, and musicals as a kid. Growing up, competition was 
fierce in the county she went to school in, and standards were always set very high. Coming back 
to teach in the same county she grew up in, Alice started out teaching orchestra the way she’d 
been taught in school. Within her first few years, though, she began to sense a huge disconnect 
between the music that appealed to her students, and the music they were learning in her 
orchestra class. Prior to the pandemic, Alice played violin in a hip hop string quartet, and 
wondered about more ways she could expand some of her favorite aspects of that informal music 
group into her teaching. Sarah’s husband teaches choir at Alice’s school, and has been a huge 
help getting their virtual ensemble performances up and running during the pandemic. When 
Alice received the invite to the cabin weekend from Gary, she was thrilled. Alice is looking 
forward to brainstorming strategies with colleagues for how she can diversify her teaching 









Day 1: Arrival 
 Music in the Parks. Liam did a double take in the car to make sure he wasn’t imagining 
things. But there it was, in big bold letters, a sign that read:  
       http://www.townofshenandoah.com/ 
It didn’t seem real: live music? With other people? It’d been over a year since Liam saw 
his students, and over two since he’d played bass in front of someone other than his computer. 
Jazz Combo Tuesdays used to be something Liam looked forward to, something that kept him 
grounded amidst all the stress of practicing for his juries and senior recital. After graduating from 
James Madison University two years ago, Liam landed his dream job teaching high school 
orchestra in the neighboring county. He was only six months into his first year when COVID-19 
shut down the country and silenced music classrooms everywhere. 
 Liam’s old roommate from college had been laid off, which resulted in him being unable 




transitioning to distance learning. His parents were strict about social distancing and made it very 
clear that if Liam was going to live under their roof, he wouldn’t be going to see anyone outside 
their immediate family. The isolation caused Liam to become depressed, and Google Meet 
Mondays with his mentor, Gary, felt like the only thing that got him through. Gary was in his 
15th year of teaching band at the feeder middle school in the county. Every week, they would 
brainstorm virtual lesson ideas. By the end of the year, though, it really just became a place 
where they could process the trauma of the pandemic together. Liam was feeling particularly 
uninspired at the beginning of the shutdown, having already delivered several unsuccessful rote 
strings lessons via Microsoft Teams.  
 “Even the shortest echo patterns on open strings took four times as long in the virtual 
setting,” Liam recalled telling Gary at one of their first Google Meets. 
“Grant yourself some grace, Liam,” Gary replied, “As music teachers, we have to 
remember to remain flexible and creative, this year more than ever. There will always be curve 
balls thrown at us—scheduling conflicts, personal matters, even weather! I can’t tell you how 
many winter performances we’ve had to cancel over the years because of the weather. We have 
to be ready to change at the drop of the hat. We’ll get through this.” Liam had no idea how Gary 
maintained such a high level of optimism. Although, he had noticed a significantly higher 
amount of salt in Gary’s salt and pepper hair lately.  
“You’ve been so helpful this year,” Liam told Gary at one of their last meetings of the 
year. 
“Ha,” Gary let out a deep chuckle, “Truth be told, bud, don’t feel like I did much. I got 




do know, though. Without your iMovie and Garageband tutorial sessions, there’s no way I would 
have been able to give our students and community so many virtual concerts this year.”  
When the vaccines became readily available to the public and they were all fully 
vaccinated, Liam’s parents started to relax their house rules, in accordance with CDC guidelines. 
About a month before school ended, Liam received a call from Gary:“Alright, Liam, hear me 
out. The school year is almost over. Most people who want to be are now fully vaccinated, and 
things are starting to open up. I’m thinking of a cabin getaway with some colleagues this 
summer. Call it our own personal vacation conference, very informal, just a place to relax and 
reflect after a crazy year. We could bring our instruments and jam out a little. Thoughts?” 
“I’m in!” Liam didn’t hesitate. He’d never met anyone coming on the trip besides Gary, 
but not even his social anxiety could keep him away from an opportunity to jam with people 
again, in real time. 
“Here!” Gary switched the engine off and the driver side car door flew open.  
Liam snapped out of his daydream and looked up at the sight before him. The house was 
practically a shack; complete with rickety wooden front porch, faded blue siding, and what 
looked like unraked leaves from Fall 2020. Yikes, he thought. 
“Ah, can’t you just smell the fresh air?” Gary said as he flung a duffel bag and trumpet 
case over either arm. 
“Yeah, it sure smells fresh!” Liam joked as he grabbed his backpack and bass.  
~*~ 
As Gary and Liam headed towards the Airbnb, several other teachers across Virginia 





“Two grande iced chai lattes with almond milk!” Sarah announced to the Starbucks 
employee behind the drive-through window.  
“Good call stopping in Harrisonburg,” Alice exclaimed, “looking at the map, it doesn’t 
seem like our Airbnb is around anything besides mom and pop diners.”  
After grabbing their coffee, Sarah and Alice got back on the interstate and continued their 
drive to the tiny town of Shenandoah. 
“How are Keith and the kids?” Alice asked. 
Sarah snorted, “They seemed fine when I left, but we’ll see how the house looks when I 
get back. It’s been a long year and mama needs a break.” 
“Tell me about it.” Alice put on her shades. “There was one good thing about this year 
though.” 
“What’s that?” Sarah sipped her Starbucks. 
“We didn’t have to worry about assessment!” Alice cried, “There’s so much pressure on 
us, and on the kids in the county you know? I’m glad we got to put that aside for a little while.” 
“Oh, absolutely,” said Sarah, “not to mention AP1 tests, SOLs2, and the countless 
extracurriculars they’re expected to be in just to show off to college admissions. I feel for my 
seniors this year.” 
“I can’t even imagine,” said Alice, “sometimes I remember that a lot of my students are 
12-year-olds and wonder, why are we putting so much pressure on them? They’re just kids. Kids 
should be having fun, not studying for SATs and thinking about college before they’ve even 
entered high school.” 
“Exactly!” Sarah sipped her chai latte.  
 
1 Stands for “Advanced Placement” courses 




“I’m so burnt out from this year but I’ve got to admit, it was cool being able to hear my 
students singing solo in their weekly Flipgrid videos and Sight Reading Factory assignments. I 
want to find more ways next year to feature individual students—maybe a cabaret type thing?” 
“Totally! Giving them agency over their performance by letting them pick the music?” 
“Something like that. I don’t know how it’ll look yet. We’ve got student-run a cappella 
groups but I want to do something more to give them that ownership of their learning. I don’t 
know, this year has kind of opened my eyes, I guess.” 
“I know what you mean! Playing with my bandmates in Just String Things, used to feel 
so separate from the type of music I played with the kids at school but after this year? I’m 
starting to wonder if there’s some way I can combine the two.” 
“Hip hop string orchestra?” Sarah joked. 
“Too out there?” Alice wondered. 
Sarah laughed, “Nothing is after the year we’ve seen.”  
~*~ 
While Sarah and Alice were taking in their caffeine for the day, Steven awaited his 
coworker, Audrey’s, arrival. He was a little nervous about carpooling with her, and decided to 
call his Dad to catch up while he waited.  
“I’m a little nervous about carpooling with her,” Steven admitted to his Dad. 
“Why’s that?” his Dad inquired. 
“Well,” Steven scratched his chin, “We only had a few months to work together before 
COVID-19 shut down in-person learning at our school.” 
 “No better way to get to know somebody than a good old-fashioned road trip!” His dad 




 Just then, Steven heard tires coming up the driveway and checked the window to find a 
blue Mazda CX-5 outside his door. 
“Gotta go, Dad! Audrey’s here to pick me up.” Steven hung up the phone, threw his 
saxophone case and backpack over his shoulder, and headed down the driveway to meet his 
coworker. 
“Morning, Audrey!” Steven smiled. 
“Hey there, kid.” Audrey put the car in drive and adjusted her glasses. “Mind helping me 
navigate? I have no idea where we’re going and you’ve got that new iPhone Z or whatever 
right?” Steven chuckled, about 85% sure she was joking. 
“It’s got GPS on it! Tunes?” Steven asked. 
“Nah, I’ve got a couple CDs I want to listen to. Gotta start brainstorming repertoire for 
next year.” Bummed, Steven exited out of his jazz funk playlist on Spotify. 
“No worries. How has your year been?” he asked, trying to make conversation. Steven 
had only worked with Audrey for several months before the pandemic hit. After finishing up his 
masters in conducting at George Mason University, he landed his first gig teaching band, AP 
music theory, and marching band at a high school in Northern Virginia. The music program was 
well established, and Steven had big shoes to fill. When he came in, Audrey was quick to offer 
assistance, which he appreciated. Who was he to turn down help from a teacher who’d been 
directing choir at her same school for 25 years? When the shut down hit, though, they pretty 
much just did their own thing. 
“Oh, you know,” Audrey sighed, “this year was like: build the plane, fly the plane, grade 
the plane, all in one week. It was nonsense.” 




“Like,” Audrey continued, “What do the kids need, you know? It was so hard to gauge. 
Teaching singing when technology makes it impossible to sing at the same time. Singing in a 
pandemic? No books on that one!” 
Steven laughed, “No books, yet, that is! Did you all do any projects or anything?” he 
asked, curious about how his older coworker fared technology-wise. 
“Oh, you know, we did some here and there. One of their distance learning assignments 
this year was to research a choir piece and write a paragraph on the reason we should sing it. It 
could be any choir video in the world, but it had to be a choir song,” Audrey explained. 
“That’s a cool idea!” Steven replied, “We did a composition project virtually that was 
pretty fun. We composed it as a group line by line each week.”  
“You know, Steven, we did what we could. I'm trying to look at this COVID time as a 
good thing. But the truth is, I love choir and I can't wait to get back to it. The way it’s supposed 
to be.” 
“Sure!” Steven nodded along but something about what she said didn’t sit quite right with 
him. He knew he was excited to see all his students in person again next year, but he wasn’t so 
sure he wanted band class to just go back to how it was supposed to be. 
~*~ 
 As Steven and Audrey exchanged pandemic teaching stories in the car on their way to the 
Airbnb, Meg pulled their trusty Toyota Camry up to the main entrance of the Norfolk Schools 
Building. A short, grey-haired woman with a floral blouse waited on the bench outside. 
“Are you Brenda?” Meg asked the grey-haired woman on the bench. 





 “That’s me!” 
 “Great to meet you.” Brenda smiled politely. She noticed Meg’s messy red hair was short 
and cropped. Meg was also wearing what looked like a men’s fit T-Shirt. Brenda wondered how 
to address this person; perhaps using only their name for now and avoiding pronouns all 
together? She knew people could be touchy about those types of things. 
 “So, how do you know Gary?” Meg asked as they entered the directions to the Airbnb in 
their phone. 
 “Ha,” Brenda began, “it’s kind of a funny story, actually. We met at the Midwest Clinic3 
a couple years back—got into a pretty lively debate over the efficiency of rote teaching in the 
instrumental classroom.” 
 “Which side were you on?” Meg wondered. 
 “Well, I studied some Suzuki in my day—not to become a Suzuki teacher, but because 
I’ve heard some incredible Suzuki players. But I didn’t like what they looked like, you know? 
They looked quite robotic. I went to some workshops, but I made a very conscious decision not 
to be a Suzuki teacher.” Meg nodded and shifted in their seat. 
Brenda went on, “I think that we can all learn from rote teaching. I certainly like to mix it 
up with my beginners. But you know, we aren’t starting three-year-olds, we’re starting high 
school orchestra kids. So, mixing the visual component of reading music at the early stages is 
really important. And it doesn’t destroy the musical ear to teach notation early on. I like to mix it 
up like half and half. Some of it’s rote and some of it is reading. But they have to come at the 
same time to create whole musicians. If their reading can progress with their technique, then 
they're good readers. If not, then you’re kind of screwed. 
 
3 The Midwest Clinic is a conference which takes place once a year, and caters primarily to teachers of Band and 




“There are definitely kids I’d like to go back and start over. I used so much rote one year, 
they ended up being terrible readers. But you know, you can’t do it over. Anyway, I found what 
works for me.” 
“Do you think that just because it works for you, it also works for your students?” Meg 
challenged. 
“I don’t expect everything that works for me to work for other people. Gary is a sound-
before-sight type person, but he used to do a lot of rote teaching when we first met. Over the 
years we’ve kept in touch, and I think it plays a very different role for him than it once did.” 
“I see,” Meg said, “I do a fair amount of rote teaching myself. It has its place in the music 
room, I think.” 
“Oh it absolutely does, it’s all about balance,” Brenda said. “How long have you been at 
your school?” she asked. 
“I’ve been teaching middle school choir in Norfolk for 19 years now. I actually came 
right out of college and got to open the school.” 
“Oh wow, so you’ve gotten to really mold it into what you want!” Brenda said. 
“I’m lucky that way. I’ve heard horror stories about some of the things different districts 
and administrators try to pull. My principal kind of just leaves me alone, you know? She trusts 
me. And when you’re a micromanager like me, that’s awesome, ‘cuz I don’t need your help, I 
don’t need you to be my friend, I just need you to have my back,” Meg explained. 
“Couldn’t agree more! I teach orchestra at the academy, the high school. It’s pretty high 
pressure, so I try to take a lot of that pressure off the kids. We still have high standards of course. 





“My students know I have these sayings,” Brenda went on. “One time they actually 
surprised me as a joke, and wrote them all on a different piece of paper, posted them all around 
the room. They told me, ‘Now you don’t have to talk anymore, just point, because we already 
know what you’re gonna say!’” 
“Well you’ve gotta tell me some of your famous sayings,” Meg insisted. 
“A classic one is, ‘The plan is where you start, and then the kids show up.’” Brenda said. 
Meg burst out laughing, “Ain’t that the truth.” 
“Isn’t it? You can be the best planner on the planet but then they get to you and they 
don’t even open up their instrument case the same! They’re all so different, they’re not just 
clones, we wouldn't want them to be. We want to develop musicians. One year I thought, let’s 
put ‘I am not a robot’ on our T-shirts. The kids loved it.” 
Brenda went on, “Every year we put a saying on our orchestra T-shirts. This year it was, 
‘When I make me better, I make us better.’ We didn’t get that full ‘us’ this year so I hope it made 
them feel a little less alone.” 
“I love that; totally stealing.” Meg announced.  
“Please do!” Brenda threw her hand up, “All my best ideas are stolen. Thirty years 
teaching and I don’t have a single trick of my own.” 
~*~ 
Gary and Liam pulled up to the Airbnb. 
“That’s odd,” Gary noted. 
Liam set their bags down in the foyer and turned to Gary, “What?” 
“This light switch isn’t working.” Gary flipped it up and down several more times. 




“Yeah, let's have a look.” Gary and Liam moved through the rooms of the house, 
checking each light switch. The house was slightly better on the inside than the outside, but not 
much. The crown molding was peeling, revealing a faded puke-yellow paint color underneath. 
The bright orange and white speckled carpet looked like it was straight out of the seventies, 
fitting right in with the burnt sienna couch cushions on the wood furniture.  
Liam came to the kitchen where he was greeted by a very large cockroach hanging out in 
the drain by the sink before meeting Gary back by the front door. 
“Any luck?” he asked. 
“None.” Gary replied. 
“Should we call the property owners?” Liam asked. 
“That’s probably the best course of action.” Gary pulled out his phone to look up the 
number.  
Just then, there was a knock at the door. Liam answered. A tall, red-haired woman with 
freckles stood beside a petite brunette clutching a lime green violin case. 
“Sarah!” Gary looked up from his phone to greet the redhead. 
“Gary, it’s been too long! How are you? Are you okay with hugs?” 
“We’re all fully vaccinated here!” He smiled and they embraced. 
“And this is the famous Alice?” Gary inquired.  
“That’s me!” the burnette answered, “Great to meet you, Gary. I’ve heard a lot about you 
from Sarah.” 
“Uh-oh.” Gary joked. 
“Hey there, is anybody home?” A shorter woman with grey wispy hair and glasses 




Shirt. Liam wondered if they might be non-binary, or if he was just assuming, based on Meg’s 
appearance. He made a mental note to ask about their pronouns. 
“Hey, you must be Meg! I’m Gary, we spoke over email.”  
“Great to meet you in person!” Meg shook his hand.  
“Hey, stranger,” Brenda said, hugging Gary. 
“Hey folks, can we have some help with these bags?” A woman wearing a royal blue 
pantsuit was standing at the door, her bright blonde hair curled just so. Behind her, Liam noticed 
a much younger man with dark brown hair, about his age, holding a saxophone case. Liam 
smiled at the thought of a potential jazz jam.  
“Wonderful to see you again, Audrey!” Gary greeted the blonde. 
“Hey, Gary, great to meet ya!” said the man holding the saxophone, “I’m Steven, 
Audrey’s coworker.” Gary shook his hand. 
“Everyone,” Gary turned to address the group, “This is Liam, my mentee in the county. 
He just finished his second year teaching!” 
“Well hey, so did I!” Steven chimed in. “Been one hell of a ride, huh?”  
“That’s one way to put it,” Liam laughed. 
“Folks,” Audrey announced, “I hate to rain on everyone’s parade but it would appear the 
lights aren’t working in the bathroom.” 
“About that . . . ” Gary started, “It would appear the power is out. We’ve got running 
water but that’s about it. I’m going to call the owners and see if we can get someone out here to 
take a look this evening” A silence fell over the group. 
“What are we going to do for dinner? We’re pretty much in the middle of nowhere out 




“Some of us could go out for groceries?” Steven suggested. 
“I can come with you!” Alice said. 
“The website said there’s a fire pit out back!” Gary chimed in. 
“Awesome! I can get a fire started for us.” Meg offered. 
“I can come with you to the store, Alice,” Sarah suggested, “I’ve got a pretty good handle 
on camping skewers—quality cooking on a budget, made famous by the Jones family. Anyone 
have allergies? I usually make them with kielbasa, peppers and onions. Maybe some s’mores for 
dessert?”  
“Sarah, that sounds fabulous, thank you all for being so flexible. I’m going to try and get 
this figured out right away.” Gary promised. 
“Not your fault, Gary!” Brenda assured, “We’ll make do. A bunch of music teachers with 
over a year of virtual and hybrid learning under our belts after a global pandemic? I think we can 
handle a little power outage.”  
~*~ 
 After calling the owners to inform them of the power issue, Gary, Sarah, Steven and 
Alice headed out to the grocery store. Unfortunately, the nearest one was twenty miles away, 
back toward Harrisonburg. They all piled into Sarah’s car and headed out. 
 “So,” Steven said as he sat down next to Alice, “I hear you’re in a hip hop strings 
group?”  
 “That I am! Just String Things—we’re sort of on hiatus right now with the pandemic and 
everything, but hoping to get it started back up soon.” 
 “Do you find playing with a group outside of school changes the way you teach in the 




 “Oh absolutely,” Alice explained, “I grew up around all types of music. My dad is an 
elementary music teacher and my mom teaches English, but she’s played piano since before I 
can remember. They took me to see Broadway musicals, I’ve seen symphony concerts. I saw Yo 
Yo Ma when I was really young. We used to go see the Three Tenors a lot, my mom loves them. 
We listened to a lot of oldies music. I started playing viola when I was 5—grew up with the 
Suzuki method.” 
“Whoa you don’t say! My dad’s a high school band director so I feel you on that. Did 
you guys also have family music time? We used to gather around in the living room and play, 
sing, dance along to any and everything my dad put on the stereo.” Steven said. 
“Informally, sure! We danced around to a lot of rock music. A lot of my experiences 
playing informally, or you know, non-traditional music, happened outside of my parents, 
actually.” 
“Oh really? What kind of groups have you played in?”  
“Well, at a summer camp I did once in Colorado, you had to take elective courses besides 
your usual studio. One of them was an improv class, and one was Irish cello class. In college I 
connected with some really cool players in orchestra and combo who also ended up in the 
Northern Virginia area. That’s kind of how Just String Things got started up. We’ve been 
playing together ever since. Actually, there’s been talk of getting a Tik Tok page started up 
soon.” Alice explained. 
“Oh wow, I’m happy to help if you need some pointers getting it up and running. I never 
used to do the Tik Tok thing but the high school students turned me on to it last year. It’s pretty 




“That’s what I hear! Well how about you, play with any groups outside of school?” Alice 
asked. 
“Totally! In addition to the standard wind bands of course, I’ve played in jazz ensembles, 
combos, salsa bands. I’ve studied Hindustani music. Before the pandemic, I was also playing in a 
jazz funk band with some buddies of mine from college. It was a lot of fun because I’m also an 
arranger and composer, so I’d put together tunes for us to play at gigs. In class, I try not to make 
it all about just the ‘band music’ and instead, make it about all music, you know what I mean?” 
Steven asked. 
“I do! I’ve actually been thinking a lot of the same lately!”  
 “Gary, you’ve got to catch me up on things,” Sarah in the front seat while Alice and 
Steven went on to chat about their experiences playing different genres of music outside of 
school. 
 “What do you wanna know?” Gary asked. 
 “How’s teaching been for you? I think the last time I saw you in person was Guys and 
Dolls? My sophomore year- you were a senior playing in the pit?” 
 “Ah, I was so stressed back then.” Gary recalled. 
 “You were stressed? At least you didn’t have the grand idea to double major in music ed 
and theatre.” Sarah said. 
 “I still don’t know how you did that! And you know, Sarah, I kind of snuck into the 
undergraduate music major program—my grades weren’t too hot in high school but I had the 
playing chops to skate by.” 




 “They were all freshmen that year, weren’t they! Looking up to me like I was all wise or 
something.” 
 “How’s your school?” Sarah asked. 
 “Well, pre-pandemic, things were going okay. It’s actually been sort of a relief this year, 
not having to deal with district band assessment. My admin is obsessed with us maintaining our 
Blue Ribbon Award status. I generally like to stay away from competitions, but that 
unfortunately drives a lot of what we do at the school. Our principal pretty much expects us to 
come back from assessment with superior ratings every time. Luckily we’ve gotten to a point 
where we’re pretty consistently earning ones but yeah, that’s definitely what drives us. I’ve 
always felt kind of conflicted with myself. Like, I’m expected to teach a certain way to get the 
assessment scores they want, but that’s not the way I’d prefer to teach. As hectic as it was, and 
Liam knows, I’ve actually enjoyed getting to teach things OTHER than performance/concert 
prep this year. It’s been like a weight lifted off my shoulders, not having to focus on district 
assessment like I do most years.” 
 “I know what you mean, Gary. Competition is fierce in our district too. I miss the musical 
theatre days more and more lately. It seems that school music isn’t quite as physicalized. In 
Western music, we sort of separate out the physical. We stand still and sing and don't engage our 
bodies at all. With my dance background, I work a lot on unteaching my kids those traditions, 
and letting them know it’s okay to get back into our bodies again. But it’s an adjustment, it’s not 
what they’re used to. It’s a hill I’m willing to die on though because we aren’t robots, you 
know?” 
 “Exactly! We aren’t teaching technicians, we’re teaching musicians.” Gary exclaims. 





 Back at the house, Liam, Brenda, Audrey and Meg settled in to wait for the others. 
 “It’s gonna get dark soon, isn’t it?” Liam asked. 
 “Hmm, probably got about another hour and a half or so. I’ll get started on gathering 
things for the fire.” Meg suggested. 
 “I can help you out,” Liam offered. They walked along the perimeter of the property, 
which was thick with foliage.  
 “It hasn’t rained much in the last week, so things should be pretty dry,” Meg said, “let’s 
see if we can get some sticks and leaves together for kindling. There’s some logs over here . . .” 
Meg picked up a few and piled them next to the fire pit. Liam followed. He’d never made a fire 
before but Meg seemed like they knew what they were doing.  
 “Oh, Meg?” Liam asked, “Yes?” Meg answered. 
 “I wanted to ask, what are your pronouns?” Meg felt a wave of relief wash over them.  
 “Oh, uh,” Meg thought for a moment, always anxious to have this conversation over and 
over with new people, “they/them pronouns are the ones I use but sometimes people let a ‘she’ or 
‘her’ slip in every now and again.” 
 “I’ll go with the one you like best.” Liam assured. Meg turned to look at him and smiled. 
 “Well, thanks, friend,” Meg’s eyes brightened and they felt their shoulders ease, 
“They/them it is. Not a lot of people ask. I’m uh, what do the kiddos say these days, shook?” 
Liam busted out laughing. 
 “Alright, alright, let’s all make fun of the oldie. So Liam,” Meg asked, “you’re still pretty 




 “Well,” Liam paused, realizing he hadn’t been asked that question in quite awhile, not 
since he interviewed for his job pre-pandemic, “I've just loved music all my life. Growing up, I 
was in the orchestra programs. I branched out to jazz band in high school. I kept going with both 
of those in college. I've always just been drawn to music: the way it makes me feel—it’s such a 
powerful thing. I remember the fun that came with being in those music classrooms. Music is 
one of the few things that are innately human and that's really fascinating to me. So, I pursued it, 
just stuck with it and now here I am, I just wanted to share that with other people, try to get more 
people involved and enthused about it. I want it to be something that’s enjoyable for the kids, 
something they can feel. Something that’s fun.” Liam smiled. In a lot of ways, he’d forgotten 
how much he loved teaching because this year hadn’t felt like teaching at all. 
 “Ah, gotta love that new teacher's energy.” Meg exclaimed as they set another large pile 
of logs by the firepit.  
 “What about you? What got you into it?” Liam asked. 
 “Well, I got a late start in a lot of ways. I grew up in Catholic school, so music was 
always a big part of my life. I would have loved to be a consumer of all different types of 
musical education, but going to private school got me music only once a week. It was rare that 
we talked about music that wasn’t of a Western tradition. My entire formal music education was 
shaped around Catholicism. I still work for two Catholic churches and I’m a music minister. I 
could sing all about Jesus all day,” Meg dropped another pile of logs by the firepit and took a 
seat. 
 “And you know, our own personal experience influences us in a lot of different ways. 




it helps us, but for others it can limit us—as teachers, performers, listeners, viewers,” Meg went 
on. 
 “Wow, yeah I hadn’t thought about that a lot really.” Liam admitted, starting to think 
back on his own undergraduate and high school music ensemble experiences. 
 “I know universities are trying to broaden, but when you’re a classical music major, 
we’re talking Western music and that’s it. Like, I could tell you WAY more about Beethoven's 
dog than I'll ever care about,” Liam chuckled. Meg went on, “I think we need to expand that. But 
the people in charge of doing that just might not have the expertise to?” 
 “Or maybe they like things the way they are.” Liam observed. 
 “Wonder why that could be.” Meg scoffed.  
 “Do you all need any help?” Brenda called from the back porch.  
 “I think we’re good!” Meg shot them a thumbs up. 
 “Audrey, how long have you been in your school district?” Brenda asked.  
 “I’ve been at this school for gosh, 23 years now?” 
 “That’s fantastic, how do you enjoy it?” Brenda asked. 
 “Oh you know, the kids are great. Our district culture throughout the years has had its ups 
and downs. I always try to put the needs of the kids first and do what’s best for them. But 
sometimes we don’t always agree on what that looks like.” Audrey said. 
 “I know what you mean,” said Brenda, “I’ve always been influenced by the culture of the 
school and the district I teach in. If not, then I should take a look at myself, because what I'm 
doing has to be what they need.” 




 Brenda went on, “In one of my past districts actually, the parents weren’t so great. It’s 
hard, you know, because you want to be what the community needs but this particular parent was 
just lazy. They simply didn’t get what we did. This parent asked me once, ‘What time is your 
concert going to be over? I’ll drop my son off and come back.’ And I was thinking, ‘Are you 
kidding me?’ This was inner city and I thought, ‘Your kid isn’t selling drugs on the street corner, 
he’s playing the viola! Come see him play!’” 
 “Outrageous,” Audrey remarked. 
 “Did you always know you wanted to be a music teacher?” Brenda inquired. 
 “I knew since middle school that I wanted to go into music. And, I’m a very logical 
person so education seemed the more safe route to go for income and benefits. I guess that's what 
led me to choose that. But then, I had an internship at the Methodist church in town. I was the 
adult choir and youth choir director there, and that’s when I realized I actually love conducting 
and being a director.” Audrey explained. 
 She went on, “I feel lucky I had some really good music teachers. I grew up in the 
Virginia Children's Chorus and the teacher was Kodály all the way. It was required for our 
country to use solfege and hand signs. I really am the product of some of the best mentors and 
teachers ahead of me, and hopefully I’m a good mentor for my students too. All the pedagogical 
practice I use comes from those mentors; from sitting in at All-County choir and picking 
someone's brain, from going to ACDA conferences. It’s how I met Gary, in fact!” 
 “Speak of the devil . . .” Brenda began. 
 “My friends,” Gary came around the side of the house, Alice and Steven lugging bags of 




the power, but they likely won’t get in until tomorrow.” Steven and Alice went inside to drop off 
the groceries. 
Sarah came out the back porch door with a small folding table and some cutlery, ““It’s no 
problem, though, because we’ve got everything we need to enjoy our first night!”  
 “Meg, how’s that fire coming?” she asked. 
 “If somebody’s got a lighter we’re all ready to roll.” Meg replied. 
 “I got you covered!” Liam said. 
 Gary and Alice brought out some extra chairs from the kitchen so everyone had a place to 
sit. 
 Once they got the fire going, Sarah took over, “Alright everybody, skewers are on the 
table—preloaded with meat and veggies. Help yourselves to some plates and napkins, if you 
need help roasting yours just let me know! I’ve burned enough in my day that I can help you 
out.” 
 “Also, we’ve got Bold Rock and Devil’s Backbone up here for anyone who’d like to 
partake!” Steven chimed in, popping open the cooler. 
 After loading up his plate with some uncooked skewers, Liam took a seat next to Meg. 
 “So,” he asked as his stuck his first skewer in the fire, “how did you all cope with the 
pandemic at your school?”  
 “Being fully virtual at the beginning gave us a lot of freedom to veer away from a lot of 
the things we usually focus on. Hybrid, well that was just an honest to God mess. But in all 
honesty, Liam, March 13 hit and my creativity was . . . well, I had nothing. What is time even? 
In March in our county, we were about a week away from assessment,” Meg pulled their skewer 




been planned. Our final concert is kind of like a free-for-all for the kids, but it’s super fun. They 
get to pick a lot of the music. They were bummed to miss it. There wasn’t really any singing 
together this year in my world.” 
 “I feel you. It’s been nice to be able to connect with more colleagues than I would 
normally, through Google Meets and Zooms and things. But teaching music isn’t really what I 
felt like I was doing a lot of this year. Really, I was just trying to keep it fun: Last year was kind 
of a grasping at straws sorta situation. I’m honestly just trying to keep it fun.” 
“Did you all start out virtual, in-person, hybrid?” Meg asked. 
“My county was hybrid the whole time, so half of the students are going in for the first 
half of the week, and the second half of the students are going in the second half of the week. My 
parents were super cautious about me going back to the building though, since my mom has 
asthma. To play it safe, I stayed virtual the entire year.” 
“Ouch. That couldn’t have been easy.” Meg noted. 
“It was okay at first, once I figured out how thorough I had to be, especially with sixth 
grade. It came to technique. When you’re all looking at screens, some people don’t have their 
cameras on, and you can’t make those physical manipulations like fixing their wrist or adjusting 
their pinky on their bow? You really can't leave any stones unturned. You have to be so precise 
for them to understand what it is you’re actually doing, especially on instruments so precise as 
the string family.” Liam said. 
“Well, Liam, I commend you for even trying to teach string technique over a laptop. That 
couldn’t have been easy. If someone hasn’t told you recently, you’re doing great.” Liam didn’t 




Or perhaps the euphoria of knowing he was in the company of other humans, outside his own 
family. 
“I would check in a lot on my kiddos, in non-music ways. Some days this year we would 
just have our Teams call and bring the cats on. Bring all the pets. We’d have pet time. Building 
those relationships with students has always been my favorite part of the job. You know, the 
music, it’s important, it’s magical. But without relationships, without connection to other people, 
we're nothing,” Meg explained, removing their skewer from the fire. They blew the flames out to 
reveal a charcoal-colored skewer, roasted to perfection. Liam glanced at his, and realized it was 
still less than half cooked. 
“Here,” Meg said, “You’ve got to stick it closer to the center.” 
After making sure everyone was settled in with their food, Gary took a seat next to Alice. 
“Alice, tell me about middle school orchestra land,” he insisted, “how did you all make it 
through this year? Did you do virtual concerts too?” 
Alice almost spit out her food, “Oh yes,” she said, “too many to count. Thank God for 
Sarah’s husband, Keith, though. I have no idea about any of that.” 
“Oh I know what you mean. Liam had to have walked me through each step in exporting 
an iMovie file at least a dozen times.” Gary admitted. 
“Right, it’s crazy how long it takes within iMovie! To make a video with multiple kids in 
the grid, you have to export it one at a time, everytime you add a new kid’s video.” 
“It’s a nightmare.” Gary replied. 
“It really was. I’m hoping not to have to do any of those again in my career. But, you 
know, there were a couple projects we did that I think I’ll keep for next year.” Alice said, taking 




“Oh, yeah? Like what?” Asked Gary. 
“Well, before this year, I didn’t do a whole lot of small group work. But, with the hybrid 
learning plan, we didn’t have the large ensemble classes so I got the chance to explore chamber 
music and individual projects that go beyond just playing instruments. One project we did was 
on social justice and protest music. We did an overview lesson and then they created their own 
protest songs on BandLab.” Alice explained. 
“Oh, BandLab! The district rep was telling me about that. How did it work for you?” 
“Pretty smooth sailing! The kids caught on way quicker than I did. But I realized it was 
okay for me to facilitate a project with the kids using new software, even if I wasn’t an expert at 
it yet. I ended up asking the kids for a lot of help with it.” Alice laughed, “they’re good teachers- 
quicker with a lot of the tech stuff than I am these days.” 
“Alice you’re so right though,” Gary checked his skewer and stuck it back in the fire, 
“You can’t be afraid to ask for help. I know I certainly was in my early years. But let me tell you, 
back in March when everything shut down, Liam and I were doing these weekly Google Meets- 
every Monday morning, just to touch base and stay grounded. I’d ask him how to use some piece 
of technology or some website I just couldn’t get figured out. We started out brainstorming ways 
to pivot our teaching to the virtual world, but by the end of this year? It really ended up just 
being a place where we could admit we had no idea what to do next. Even after teaching fifteen 
years, I’ve still got so much to learn, and one of things I’ve learned is you’re never too old to ask 
for help.”  
“And I really was too in my earlier years!” Alice said, “Coming from such a competitive 




to grow and improve of course, but it’s like, I didn’t want anyone to see me do it? I just sort of 
wanted it to magically happen I guess.”  
Gary laughed, “I remember that feeling well. Fake it ‘til you make it.” 
“Exactly.” Alice took another bite of her skewer. 
“Everyone get something to eat?” Sarah asked. 
“Yes, yes, Sarah we’re all good. Take a seat.” Audrey insisted, patting the chair beside 
her. 
“You’re a choir person too, is that right?” Audrey asked. 
“Guilty as charged!” Sarah smiled and started on her skewer. 
“How are you holding up? It’s been rough for us vocalists.” Audrey exclaimed. Sarah let 
out a sigh. 
“It’s been really hard,” Sarah admitted, “This year has been particularly challenging, 
rebuilding from scratch. I miss the part of my day that used to fill my cup the most—singing 
together. It’s like, no matter what I did, no matter how long I spent planning it all out, I was 
missing that part of my day that made it all worth it. My job didn’t used to feel like ‘work’ but 
this year, it really did.”  
“Tell me about it! I had to switch gears in my mind once I realized we couldn’t have 
concerts. How was I going to keep class feeling like a normal choir when we couldn’t even sing 
together? I asked my students to do an end-of-year evaluation for each class, and they told me 
they still felt like choir was a place where there was a family. It still felt like our class was the 
place that they looked forward to coming, which is exactly what I desired. When all this 
happened, I was like, choir still has to be that place, a place where we make music and kids feel 




“Oh absolutely. It’s why I got into the profession in the first place.” 
I grew up Orthodox Christian, so music was a huge part of our services. We sang every 
Sunday together. I still direct the choir there, actually.” Sarah said. 
“No kidding? Same here! I direct the music at my church too,” Audrey said, “and it was 
your standard church music experience for the most part but this one time, we traveled to Sierra 
Leone in the summer and let me tell you, they are doing it right. They have figured it out. All 
these churches are busy fighting worship wars. But over here, their church services are a dream. 
They’ve got music in English, music in their native language, and in their tribal language. You’ll 
have three different languages in one church service. And, there’s so many different 
opportunities for people of all age groups to participate in the music. Things from the hymnal 
and things from the radio and everything in between! Things that have been passed down that are 
so old that no one even remembers. There’s no fighting about it, it’s just ‘Well, this is how it 
is.’” 
“Wow, that’s so interesting. You know, things like that make me wonder about our canon 
in the choral classroom—a lot of what we do is rooted in Western culture, you know? At my 
church growing up, we’d sing in an entirely different modal system than our Western modes. It 
helped train my ear to be aware of different tunings. And everything’s about strong beats and 
weak beats, showing what’s important and what’s not with your gesture. Pretty cool that you can 
show pulse in other ways.” Sarah said. 
“School music has a lot in common with church music doesn’t it?” Audrey realized. 
Over on the other side of the fire, Brenda and Steven discussed the challenges of virtual 
learning this year. 




“For picking rep, it’s crucial that I see them play, which has been hard, but we’ve figured 
some things out. I had them do a four measure playing test that wasn’t graded, you know, play a 
major tetrachord on the D string. We actually had a string quartet get in for the virtual lobby 
concerts at VMEA4 this year. Basically, I emailed them parts, they got together on a Monday 
afternoon, rehearsed for an hour and recorded, socially distanced in the band room, four people 
with masks. It was kind of hilarious to see, because it did not look like a string quartet. But they 
did it and they played Beethoven!” 
“Wow, congratulations!” Steven said.  
“You’re too kind, thank you Steven. This year, I’ve really just been trying hard to keep 
them involved but it isn’t easy. In my thirty years of teaching, it’s one of the hardest things I've 
ever had to do- not see the kids. You know, it’s crazy.” 
“It really is. This year has made me realize that we can't ever forget what it's like to play 
music together. Living a lot of this year in my house and not my classroom, it’s just made me so 
much more open-minded and more considerate of other people's plights. It’s made me more 
empathetic too. The whole pandemic has opened my eyes about not only why music is so 
important, but why people are so important and why maintaining relationships is so crucial. 
These two things have to go hand and hand. So much of what we do in music is because of the 
relationships that we make- it’s all about the people,” Steven said. 
“It is!” Alice chimed in, “I’ve been spending so much time just trying to keep the kids 
engaged, I don’t think I could tell you where my baton went” she chuckled, “although I’ll 
probably need it next year, huh?” 
 




Sarah noticed everyone was getting finished with their dinner and she went around to 
collect paper plates and trash. Gary got up to help her, “Alice, I know where my baton is but 
that’s only because it hasn’t moved from the spot I left it in my office on March 13, 2020.”  
Liam chimed in, “I like conducting, it was something I really enjoyed doing last Fall. Of 
course this year, I was doing more short technique lessons instead of conducting. I was pretty 
much playing with them 100% of the time.” 
“I’ve never really thought of myself as a conductor,” Gary replied as I took Liam’s plate, 
“I took all the required conducting classes in undergrad and during my masters program. But I’m 
definitely more of a teacher than a conductor. I used to think conducting was this big, important 
role when I first started teaching, but we’re really more of music teachers than we are 
conductors. We’re players just like the students. I would pull out my horn so often to play with 
the kids and especially this year—well this year, I didn’t even conduct at all.” 
“Exactly!” Liam agreed, “I’ve definitely been a music teacher more than a conductor this 
year but I miss conducting and I’m looking forward to getting back to it. It’s such a neat 
experience to manipulate mind, body, and soul, to convey the emotions and things you want 
from a group in their performance. It’s a fascinating and challenging art that I enjoy being a part 
of.” 
Sarah came around to pass out supplies for s’mores, while Steven and Alice got up to 
grab another beer. 
“I would 100% call myself a teacher,” Alice exclaimed, grabbing the bottle from the 
cooler, “I don’t feel at all like a conductor or director. My conducting skills are awful, honestly. I 
teach them to look up at the conductor and everything, but a lot of the time, I’m playing violin 




and just keep the beat along with them. Whatever they need, you know? My conducting role is 
so minor in my perspective.” 
“Alice, I can see where you’re coming from,” said Brenda, “But I think conducting is 
super important. Most of my students don't take private lessons, so I divide my rehearsal between 
an extensive warmup and a rehearsal. I better be an excellent conductor or the kids won't know 
when to play. And it doesn't matter how well they play, if they don't know when to play. One of 
the worst things we can do for kids is not be a good conductor. You really have to be a good 
conductor.” 
“I love conducting,” Sarah said as she set the last plate of s’mores materials in front of 
Liam, “it’s my absolute favorite. I’ve seen some really bad conductors, and their groups sound 
bad because they don’t know what they’re doing, you know? It changes how the choir performs. 
Nonverbal communication can save a whole lot of time.” 
“Sarah, I couldn’t agree more,” said Brenda, “One of the best ways to learn is by playing 
under great conductors, which I have been blessed to do. I don’t play professionally anymore, 
but I used to before my kids were born. As a player, I would watch the conductor and think, what 
do I like? What do I not like? A good conductor makes it easy for me to give my best.”  
Brenda went on, “One time, I was under this really bad conductor. We were playing 
Petrushka and he was going like this, you know?” she gestured wildly, flailing her arms from 
side to side, “If we hadn’t had a fabulous inner circle of players, the piece would have been a 
disaster, because he never gave us a downbeat. He was terrible, and we really relied on each 
other. But it was a chamber orchestra, you can’t do that with high school students and young 





“I agree that conducting is important,” Steven began as he stabbed a marshmallow with a 
stick and stuck it in the fire. “In terms of my job, I'm always a music teacher first. I feel like if 
you think of yourself as a conductor, it kind of separates you from the kids. The word 
‘conductor’ makes a lot of non-music teachers think of a professional conductor, you know? 
Standing up on the podium, making all the rules and decisions. The reason I went and got my 
master's in conducting was so I could become a better teacher—so I could diagnose playing 
issues and be able to convey directions to the kids through gestures, without needing words. We 
live in a world of grey, but I am definitely a music teacher first. My conducting simply elevates 
my teaching,” Steven explained. 
“Exactly how I feel about it, Steven,” said Alice, “I don’t think it’s as important to 
conduct with younger groups. I usually don’t even start using the baton until like 2, or 3 weeks 
before the concert? My top group, I’ll do more gestures with them, sometimes bring it out 
earlier. There’s always an adjustment period but it comes together. We’re definitely music 
teachers first, conductors second.” 
“You know, Alice, that reminds me of a story from my early years teaching,” Audrey 
exclaimed as she grabbed a piece of chocolate for her roasted marshmallow, “When I first started 
teaching, I thought of myself as the choir director. But then this girl at the concert introduced me 
to her mama and said, ‘Mom, this is my music teacher.’ I almost corrected her! Thank God I 
didn’t. I just smiled and thought, I’m her choir director, but it stuck with me. She thought I was 
her music teacher, but that’s not right, I’m her choir director!”  
Audrey slid a piece of chocolate into her s’more and took a bite, “Actually, I was wrong 
as it turned out,” she said as she chewed, “I am the music teacher for her. I’m the only avenue 




teaching her music. I’m helping us to build a better society and a better community. So, the arm 
waving part, you know, it’s necessary, I’m a good arm waver, but that part is so minimal, 
although it is one of those things that you just need to have down pat so you aren’t busy thinking 
about it. While I do think you have to be a good technician, in terms of being a good conductor, 
that's really more about being a good leader.” 
“Audrey, you’re exactly right that it’s only a small part of what we do, but that small part 
of what we do let’s the kids know when and how to perform. I’m always eager to let people 
come and watch me. I ask the kids too, did that help? What do you think? How do you want me 
to cut you off there? Is it easier if I just breathe with you? I'm not really manipulative, but I sort 
of am, right? When I ask them those questions I’m really just trying to get them to watch me. 
Because if I ask them to evaluate me, then they look at me.” 
Liam felt like he should be taking notes. He thought back on his first several months of 
“normal” teaching before the pandemic, and realized how little he was thinking about his 
conducting; wondered if that was a good thing because he had it down, or if that was a bad thing 
because he wasn’t cueing his kids as effectively as he could have been. 
“I ask my kids a lot too, Brenda,” Sarah noted, starting on her second s’more, “I spend 
time videotaping myself, watching and reflecting. You don’t get to blame your choir until you 
evaluate if it’s something you’re doing. And honestly, I feel like that relates to all kinds of 
elements of teaching. I’ll go back to a spot where the tenors are flat and ask them, ‘what can I do 
to help you all? Does this gesture help? Let’s try a couple others and see what we like best.’ 
Then, it's a partnership! I change what I’m doing, you change what you’re doing.” 
“That might work for high school,” Meg chimed in, “but as a middle school choir 




play the piano and lead them with my noggin,” Meg bobbed their head up and down, “I’m a 
proficient accompanist, that’s actually how I make a lot of my money; at my weekend church 
gigs. I don’t hire one for school though, I just don't have the money. I don't have the time to have 
rehearsals with them.” 
“Not even for assessment?” Audrey seemed shocked. She was used to having an 
accompanist paid for in every circumstance. Her county’s fine arts office even paid for the piano 
to be tuned once a year, in most cases. 
“Well obviously for assessment and outside competitions I do, but for my fall concert, 
winter concert, in-house concerts, it's usually me. Where there's a particularly awesome 
instrument track, I may incorporate that? But I’m honestly just doing a lot of playing and 
singing, and so there's lots of head conducting.” 
“Does that ever confuse your kids, though?” Brenda asked, “do they have a hard time 
knowing when to breathe and sing?” 
“It surprisingly has gone okay,” Meg responded, “I get my kids to a point by February 
where they're feeling confident so when I’m not behind the piano anymore, it's kind of like a 
little learning curve. But honestly, if I was not chained behind the piano, it may change things.” 
“Believe me, Meg, it would,” Sarah remarked as she stood up to grab another Bold Rock. 
“I didn’t do very much conducting at my old school because they did not provide an 
accompanist, so I spent most of my time behind the piano. That was just a necessity. I had 
beginner choirs with students that can't always match pitch. I played piano almost all the time, 
because they couldn't hold their parts without it. Now with my current position they can sing 
more a cappella, so I’ll always make sure I’m conducting at least something during class- maybe 




“Conducting refresher workshop before next school year, anyone?” Liam half joked. 
“I’m down! Lord knows I could use it.” Gary said. 
“Sure, okay!” Alice said. 
“Count me in.” Sarah replied.  
Most folks hung out for a drink or two longer, before the sun began to go down. The 
backyard of the house led out to a small pocket of the Shenandoah River, where the current was 
calm and the brood X cicadas were loud as ever. 
“Well, I’m gonna turn in for tonight, y’all,” Audrey announced, standing up to clear her 
plate. 
“Careful, Audrey, it’s pretty dark in there. I went in earlier to grab some extra napkins. 
Do you have a flashlight?” Gary asked. 
“I’ve got one on my phone,” Sarah said as she stood up from her chair, “I’m gonna hit the 
hay too! Hoping by the time I wake up the electric guy has already come out and solved things,” 
she grabbed her plate and followed Audrey inside, “G’nite y’all!” she called from the porch 
before shutting the door behind her. 
Gary collected plates and trash and from folks, “Going to grab another beer, anyone want 
anything?” 
“I’ll take a cider if there are any left over!” Alice called. 
“Same for me!” Meg added. 
“A beer if you don’t mind!” Steven replied. 
“Alright let’s see how many trips this takes me,” Gary chuckled. 
Liam was eager to speak with Brenda a little more about her experience teaching high 




“Hey Brenda,” he asked as he hopped over to Audrey’s old seat. 
“Hey there! Liam, was it?”  
“That’s right! This was your 30th year teaching right?” 
“That’s correct. It would seem I might be the oldest one here.” She laughed. 
“How did you get into teaching orchestra?” Liam wondered. 
“Oh where to begin? Well, I just felt like music was really important in people's lives. It 
has always been important in my life. I had a fabulous orchestra conductor when I was young! 
We didn’t have an orchestra at my school, so I actually took choir for a while. The director was 
good, I learned a lot from him. But my first orchestral experience was with Julius Stulberg. Have 
you heard of the Stulberg auditions? It’s an international competition in his name.” 
“I haven’t, actually!”  
“Well, Stulberg was part of Polish Jewish family who snuck out of Poland during the 
war, and just had this whole other life view of the world. Gosh, I just learned a tremendous 
amount about humanity from him- that music has a lot more than notes and rhythms. I learned 
the importance of sharing the cultures of the past, of all these countries, and that music is the 
vehicle through which we’re able to reach people. But you know, it was 1973 and my parents 
were really pushing me into engineering. I just couldn't let go of the music, though. So I finally 
told my parents, ‘Sorry, I'm doing this.’” 
“Wow, it must have been really hard that your parents didn’t support your decision at 
first?” Liam thought aloud. 
“It certainly didn’t make things easy, but I’ve found over the years that some of the most 
rewarding things also require the most work to get there.” 




“I didn’t, actually. My pedagogical practice, it's really very simple. I had an excellent first 
violin teacher. Since my school didn’t have an orchestra, my parents had called the symphony in 
Grand Rapids, Michigan and got me a teacher from there. When I was nine, my teacher taught 
me Carl Flesch’s scale system. She had me playing all these crazy arpeggios as such a young 
child” 
Liam raised his eyebrows, “Wow, that sounds pretty intense.” Brenda’s technical 
background didn’t surprise him though, given her strong opinions of teaching notation and 
preserving the classics. 
“You know, I learned early on that being able to read the music and understand it on my 
own was the key. That opened doors for me to excel and explore the orchestra world at a young 
age, despite not having that ensemble option in my public schooling.” Brenda said. 
“Alright, everybody,” Gary said, “we got one beer, two ciders, and well-” he rolled the 
cooler behind him, “I just brought the whole thing. In case anyone changes their mind.” He 
laughed, pulling out a Blue Moon and opening it against a rock by the firepit. 
“Liam, you got me thinking,” Brenda said, “how did everyone else find themselves in 
this field? I’m curious.”  
The group was silent, thinking. For some, it had been over a decade. For others, it had 
only been a couple months of normalcy, and the majority of their careers had involved pandemic 
crisis management mode.  
“Honestly, I couldn’t imagine myself doing anything else, it’s something I've wanted to 
do since I was six years old, and I’ve stuck to it ever since,” said Steven. 
“My dad was a high school band director,” he took a sip of his beer, “so he instilled in me 




field, grew up going to concerts. There are home videos of Sunday song hour with my parents, 
my brother, and I. We’d just dance around the living room- whether we were listening to Stevie 
Wonder or some wind band composer, anything really.” 
“Wow, that’s really cool, Steven!” Liam exclaimed. His parents had always been 
relatively supportive of his career choice, but he certainly hadn’t grown up with music in his 
home the same way Steven had. 
“What about you, Meg?” Brenda wondered, “what brought you on the music education 
train?”  
“Ha! It was a long road,” Meg sat back, crossing their legs and taking a sip of Bold Rock, 
“As a liberal kid, I always wanted to be a teacher. I used to set up the dry erase board in my 
parents' office. I always felt kind of like the awkward kid, who wasn't super comfortable in my 
own skin. I came out as non-binary a lot later in life, though, there wasn’t a lot of language for it 
back when I was in school. Choir always felt like a safe place for me. No one made fun of me 
there. Now as a teacher, that’s become a big part of my personal practice, and that definitely 
comes into my classroom.” 
“Meg,” Gary chimed in, “thank you for opening up to us about that. I actually have a 
couple of students who are non-binary as well. Some of them have different pronouns they 
prefer. Can I ask, what are yours?” 
“Of course, thanks for asking,” Meg said, “I prefer they/them pronouns on the whole. But 
if you slip up and use she/her sometimes, it’s okay. It means a lot to us non-binary folks when 
you simply apologize, correct it and move on. No need to make a big deal out of it. Simply 
asking and trying your best is more than most people are willing to do at our age.” 




“So,” Meg continued, “I always kind of knew I wanted to be a teacher. But, it was my 
beloved chorus teacher from high school that convinced me to go into music education. I 
remember I had the highest score at district chorus auditions and she asked me after the scores 
came out, ‘Have you ever thought about maybe doing this music teaching thing?’ I’d played 
piano and done chorus since 6th grade, I cantored at my church. I figured it was the perfect fit. 
She actually encouraged me to audition for a music ed program in college. I don’t know where I 
would be without her support.”  
“Strong mentors make all the difference, don’t they?” Gary said, “I never felt like I ‘fit 
in’ with the other music majors I was in school with. They were always talking about the latest 
high school band, and how they would take students to this competition, that and the other. I was 
never really interested in learning that. I was interested in learning how to play music, and how 
to play all sorts of different instruments, the pedagogy of it.”  
Gary took a sip of beer and went on, “I remember there was this point in my junior year 
of college where I went to my band and music ed professor, Dr. Charlotte Thomas, and told her I 
was really struggling with fitting the mold of what it meant to be a band director. She told me to 
stick with it. She told me that not everyone is going to agree with you, but if we all have the 
same goal in the end, it’s crucial we get on the same page. And that means challenging the status 
quo and stepping out of your comfort zone sometimes. Growth doesn’t happen when you’re 
comfortable.” 
“Wise words,” Brenda noted, shifting in her seat. She thought back on how 




“Tell me about it! I didn’t get it at first, you know?” Gary crossed his legs and scratched 
the emerging beard on his chin, “But it’s the type of advice that’s only become more and more 
pertinent as I get older, as I keep teaching. And, especially after this year.” 
“And you chose middle school as opposed to high school because you preferred getting 
away from that ‘band director-dictator’ sort of mode?” Alice inquired. 
“Precisely!” Gary answered, “it wasn’t until I got to grad school and started teaching 
trumpet lessons to beginning undergrad music ed majors that I realized- I loved teaching 
beginners! For me, it isn’t about the competition aspect.” 
“I couldn’t agree more,” said Alice, “Since I grew up in the same county I teach in now, I 
learned how competitive the area is, as a child, and as a student. And it wasn’t friendly 
competition either, it was cutthroat. I came up with the word ‘competitious’ because 
‘competition’ makes it sound like there’s honor in it when there isn’t.” 
“‘Competitious’—love it; stealing it!” Meg announced. 
“Me too!” Brenda added. 
“It’s so true though, isn’t it?” Alice replied, “I learned from growing up in that county 
what I did not want to focus on. At my first teaching job, all the kids wanted to do these 
competitions. And I tried it, but it just wasn’t me. I was 22 and I didn’t know any better. I think 
in certain scenarios it can be great, but when it stops being about the kids and starts being more 
about the competition, there’s a problem.” 
“Absolutely, Alice,” Steven responded, “I don’t mean for this to come off in a negative 
way, it’s just something that’s been difficult for me,” Steven looked behind him to make sure the 




likes to help and I appreciate her help a lot, but sometimes the way she thinks she’s helping me, 
isn’t really helping me or the students.” 
“How do you mean?” Gary asked. 
“Well, she’s very invested in the program, which of course I respect, and she helped me 
land this job in the first place, so I’m incredibly grateful for that. It’s just that sometimes, it felt a 
lot like she was making it more about the performance, and her execution of the performance, 
than the kids themselves. You see, my dad is a high school band director. And something he’s 
told me from day one was ‘Dude, it’s not about you, it’s all about the kids and their experience.’ 
It isn’t about reliving your own music education experience, it’s about changing that experience 
so you can provide an even better one to your students.” 
“Amen to that,” said Meg. 
“And is that what you feel like Audrey’s doing?” Alice questioned. 
“During my first year there, and granted, it was only for a couple months before the 
pandemic hit, but it felt like a lot of what she did was more about replicating the experiences she 
had in high school,” Steven replied. 
“Well, when you have excellent mentors and positive experiences in music, isn’t that just 
what you do?” Brenda challenged, “I know I have. Personally, I’ve collected positive and 
negative ensemble experiences I’ve had and used those experiences to shape who I am as a 
teacher and what I do in the classroom” 
“Sure! I completely agree with you, Brenda. And it’s hard to put into words what I mean, 
I suppose. A lot of it could be the age gap between her and I? Perhaps we just had vastly 
different experiences with music growing up.” 




“They do, but isn’t there a certain level of personal responsibility tied to that?” Meg 
added, “I grew up in the Catholic church, for instance. I had a super limited scope of what 
‘quality’ music was, and even going beyond music, just a lot of gaps in knowledge surrounding 
society as a whole. Once I’ve become aware of those things, at what point do I take on the 
personal responsibility of unlearning and more importantly, unteaching that?”  
The group got quiet. After a long moment of silence, Steven finally spoke up, “Well, that 
could be just it. Maybe she isn’t aware? Or maybe she is, and our personal philosophies are just 
on such opposite sides of the spectrum. Regardless, it made things a little tricky for the 
overarching department when we weren’t on the same page about things.” 
“It can be really hard on a program when there’s a significant difference in teaching 
philosophy among directors,” Gary noted. 
“Exactly,” Steven said, “People aren’t always going to act the way you want them to, and 
that’s okay. At the end of the day, we just have to accept people for who they are and where they 
are. But when it starts to feel like the focus is on the performance, the competition, maintaining 
the status quo at all costs, it takes the spotlight off the kids. And isn’t that why we’re there to 
begin with?” 
“Absolutely it is, I think we can all agree with that.” Brenda said. 
“Maybe the problem isn’t a difference in philosophy, but a difference in practice? Maybe 
the way she meets her kids where they are looks different than the way you do” Alice offered. 
“That’s an interesting perspective,” Gary noted. 
“Might tradition have something to do with this?” Meg wondered, “If you and Audrey 





“Right, and weren’t you also involved in other types of music groups, Steven? Like, your 
jazz funk band?” Alice added. 
“Absolutely, we both have very different ideas about what an ensemble can look like, I 
guess. Who’s to say there’s any right way?” Steven said.  
“Well, there might not be a ‘right’ way but there’s definitely a dominant way—a way it’s 
always been done,” Meg said. “Should something be continued, just because it’s always been 
done a certain way? At what point do we stop to re-evaluate?”  
“Maybe we’re at that point now. It’s as good a time as any, huh?” Gary chimed in. 
“Maybe you’re right, Gary,” Brenda said, “I think I’ll leave the re-evaluating for 
tomorrow, though. I’m whipped! Gonna head up to bed.” 
“Same!” Alice said. 
The gang started packing up their chairs and Meg put out the fire. As Liam headed into 












Day 2: Repertoire and Waffles 
Liam woke the next morning to the smell of Belgian waffles, and a dark, cloudy sky 
outside his window. He glanced at his phone to discover it was already 10:15AM. He rubbed his 
eyes and sat up to look around. The events of the day before came rushing back to him. Then, he 
remembered the power issues. Curious, Liam reached over to the lamp on the bedside table and 
hunted for the switch to turn it on. To his surprise, it lit up.  
The fact that I slept through the electrician coming is mildly concerning, Liam thought, 
before hopping out of bed to get dressed and start his day. 
 When Liam got downstairs, he was greeted by a tired Gary, dressed in pj pants and 
gripping a mug of coffee that said “without music, life would Bb.”  
 “Mornin’, bud!”  
 “Hey Gary, sorry I slept so late.” Liam realized there were hashbrowns and bacon going 
on the stove.  
 “No worries, we’re getting started on some breakfast over here,” Gary gestured to the old 
kitchen, where Audrey, Sarah, and Brenda were cooking.  
 “I think Steven’s trying to get a jam started over in the other room,” Gary said, “If you all 
want to help us handle dinner, we can take this one!” 
 “Sounds good to me. Thanks,” Liam headed excitedly up to the room to grab his bass and 
ran back down the steps toward the den.” 
 “Hey Liam,” Alice greeted him. She stood by the big bay window, violin in hand. “I 




 “Gosh, I’m probably so out of town,” Liam said, realizing he hadn’t even opened his bass 
case since school let out. 
 “As always, we’ll wait for you string players to tune,” Steven teased, adjusting the neck 
strap on his saxophone. 
 “What exactly are we playing?” Liam inquired as he took out his bass to start tuning. 
 “That’s up to us!” Steven announced excitedly, “Meg, if you’re willing to lay down a 12-
bar blues, we could start with some improv?”  
 “Can do!” Meg was already ready to roll at the piano.  
 After getting tuned and warmed up a little, the gang took turns improvising. As with any 
jam session, it took Liam a little while to get in the groove. But, once he did, it was like riding a 
bike—like muscle memory. Liam couldn’t remember the last time his fingers moved this fast. He 
had stopped playing after graduation when he didn’t have jazz combo to motivate him anymore. 
And the stuff he played along with his students was nothing like this. When it was his turn to 
improvise, Liam felt that familiar rush of adrenaline, that out-of-body experience he had missed 
so much. 
 Somewhere along the line, they stopped playing and Liam came back to the present 
moment, remembering where he was. He looked at his colleagues across the room and it dawned 
on him that each of these people were, at one point, young school children looking forward to 
that rush of excitement from performing music in a group. 
 “You guys,” he said, “I can’t tell you how fun that was.”  
Alice had the biggest grin on her face, “Y’all, I didn’t realize how much I missed this, 




“This ain’t no church service jamming, either,” said Meg. “Y’all are over here practically 
shredding. Steven, that sax solo was unreal!” 
“Aw, thanks Meg! It’s been awhile for me too. I used to jam out a bunch with the 
students.” 
“Really? How did you manage that?” Alice wondered. 
“Well,” Steven said, “before the pandemic, we’d have these sort of informal jam sessions 
after school sometimes. I’d stay after anyway because I had work to do for marching band prep, 
and the kids would sometimes just hang around. They love jamming and hanging out together, 
and I try to make the band room a safe and fun space where they can explore that together. My 
predecessors have done a really great job of creating that environment, and I just want to keep it 
going. Music doesn't have to be serious all the time, you know?” 
“Wise words, my young friend.” Meg said. 
~*~ 
“Gary, great job on these hashbrowns!” Steven commended him, scooping another 
portion onto his plate and dousing them in hot sauce. 
“Ha, thanks dude. I’ll tell you the secret- slap ‘em on a pan while they’re still frozen, 
throw some butter on there and wait!” Liam laughed. “Who knew that’s all there was to it?” 
While everyone ate, Liam got to thinking about repertoire for next year. 
“Gary,” he asked, “What are you thinking about for repertoire next year?” 
“Ah, I don’t even know where to begin,” Gary admitted, reaching for a piece of bacon, 
“who’s got a procedure they tend to follow that they find helpful?” 
“I don’t really have a specific procedure,” Meg said, “I want to make sure it's going to be 




but reaches goals. I don't ever want to do anything that is going to be defeating from the start, but 
I do want to stretch them.” 
“Repertoire is a huge decision,” Brenda added, “It should be what inspires them to keep 
going, fills something inside them. Maybe it was something they heard that made them want to 
be a player. I’m willing to bet it wasn’t some mediocre transcription of something, though. It was 
probably wonderful music. I spend a fair amount of time selecting repertoire, and I don't repeat a 
lot of pieces. That being said, I do believe every young string player should play the Andante 
Festivo, because it's just so rich and gorgeous.” 
“Brenda, I adore that piece!” Alice said, “I really love selecting repertoire! My co-teacher 
and I at the middle school call ourselves the master DJs because it’s like we’re making up an 
awesome playlist.” 
Audrey swallowed a bite of bacon and adjusted her glasses, “Well DJs are trying to get 
people to dance, aren’t they? As ensemble directors, I’d argue we aren’t trying to get our 
audiences to dance.” 
“Speak for yourself.” Meg grinned.  
“Fair point, Audrey,” Alice clarified, “I guess we call ourselves DJs to try and take the 
pressure off a little bit, you know? I usually pick 3 or 4 pieces. One is always classical, I want to 
make sure the students are getting that background, that music history piece. Then I make sure to 
pick something that is going to challenge them. Contemporary pieces tend to be outside the box, 
so that can be a great option! Then I try to pick something that’s easy or familiar to them. 
Assessment usually goes about the same; something easy for my warm-up, a meaty classical 




Audrey sipped her coffee and chimed in, “I could give an entire TED Talk on the topic of 
picking repertoire. It’s really the number one thing.” 
“Is it, though? I feel like my rapport with the kids is a lot more important,” Meg said. 
“Absolutely, Meg,” Sarah replied, “But repertoire is something that just has to be solid if 
we want to deliver quality performances.” 
“Exactly,” Audrey continued, “Some teachers do it very well and others do very badly, 
but I think it’s because you have to consider so many different things. You have to consider 
building their skills, exposing them to different types of music and different types of composers. 
You have to take in mind what the kids will hook onto, and of course, what is the performance 
for? What’s the theme? Usually, though, I’ll have one or two pieces that I know I want to do and 
then I just build around that. Next, I’ll pick two pieces I already have in the library, because then 
I don’t have to deal with money or buying anything new. I’ll try to make sure I do several in 
English, two or three in a foreign language. I’ll always try to hit at least four or five time periods. 
Get a mixture of slow and fast, demanding and easier, I’ll keep an eye on what they’ve done in 
the past of course. I’ll make sure every choir gets a Renaissance piece every year. Last year they 
did Tallis, so this year we’ll do Morley. It all gets rather complicated!” 
“I’m a nerd about repertoire,” Sarah said, “It’s my favorite, and the most frustrating part 
of my job. I’m super diligent about it, and I want it to be just right. It has to be appropriate for 
the kids, first and foremost. Sometimes, I’ll hand out a piece and realize it’s not right at all. 
Audrey, I don’t know how you can have so much of your repertoire already picked out at the 
beginning of the year, I don’t know enough about my kids yet at that point to do that. Selecting 
repertoire starts with knowing my kids. I don’t know nearly enough about my choirs or my kids 




 “I feel like I don’t really know my kids until December,” Alice said, “in the fall I’m 
really just trying to get them playing and comfortable on their instrument, you know? See where 
their current skill level is at?” 
 “That’s what I started doing at the beginning of last year,” Liam said, “I’ll take some time 
to figure out where the current of the ensemble is, take into account the strengths and weaknesses 
of the different sections. But honestly, I don’t have a whole lot of experience with picking out 
repertoire. I only got to have a couple concerts in person before the pandemic struck.” 
 “You’re off to a great start, Liam” Brenda offered. “It definitely depends on the kids, and 
whether or not they’re new or I’ve already worked with them. I need to assess where they are, 
what skills they have. The whole selection process is like a big jigsaw puzzle. One kid might 
have one of the fastest left hands on the planet, but he can't play with vibrato. So I really need to 
watch them play, which has been hard this year. But you can see so much just from watching 
them pick it up. We get the bow hand figured out, that’s step one. Step two is figuring out where 
I want to take them. I want to be able to have them play advanced music. So, how are we going 
to get there? Well, it depends on what the voids are, could be in range or in speed, sometimes it 
has to do with rhythms.” 
“That’s kind of how I was starting to think about it when everything shut down,” Liam 
replied, “at first I was just picking things I enjoyed or knew how to play, but by the end of the 
second quarter, I was trying more to keep the standards in mind. I think it’s good to pick 
something they’re familiar with, maybe a scale or a finger pattern that we've practiced a bit. And 
then maybe also try to look for something new to include. Last year we did a piece in 6/8 time, 
which was great because we spent a lot of time learning more about that meter and feeling it. It 




“That’s awesome, Liam,” said Meg, “And I totally agree. I like to use repertoire to get 
into some of those more complicated elements, either rhythms or language; technical aspects that 
I can use to bring the children along on a journey with me!” 
 “Gosh,” Brenda dropped her fork and took her head in her hands, “I just remembered— 
one of the stupidest things I did in my entire teaching career, I can't believe it when I think about 
it. I put three fugues in the same concert!” 
“That is three fugues too many,” Gary joked, “Not sure teaching fugues is super relevant 
to my students. Now that I think about it, I don’t think those kids have ever played a fugue under 
my direction. I don’t think they’re missing much.” Gary shrugged and took a bite of his 
hashbrowns. 
Brenda eyed him, “I know you aren’t a fugue fan, sir. But some of us apparently can’t get 
enough,” she chuckled before continuing, “Anyway, the most ridiculous thing I've ever done. It 
took a tremendous amount of work to put together well. So, you live and you learn. I wouldn't 
select that kind of repertoire again.” 
“Hey now, Gary, don’t hate on fugues,” Steven said, “In AP music theory class, we’ll do 
a composition unit where we build a fugue together! We start by writing the first statement then 
we’ll write the second statement the next week, and by the end of the month, we have a whole 
composition!” 
“How do you have time for that while also preparing for assessment and concerts?” Gary 
asked. 
“We make time for what we want to make time for,” Steven explained. “It definitely 
takes a couple of weeks to complete though, since we’re working on concert rep for the majority 




“Where do you all go for repertoire? Like, what resources do you use?” Liam asked the 
group.  
“By this point,” Audrey said, “I’ve built up the library. I have a single copy list that I go 
through periodically. I go to tons of conferences, so I keep a running document of music for the 
future that I like. From there, I sketch out ideas.”  
“I typically try to listen to Pepper and Briley,” Meg began, “I use those as jumping off 
points. If I’m at a district event, and something really speaks to me, I might write it down, try to 
get it into my catalogue. This year was refreshing not to have to do that search of repertoire.” 
“Amen to that!” Gary said.  
 “I do a lot of score study on my own,” Brenda said, “I’ll go to IMSLP and pull up my 
favorite composer. If it’s hard rhythmically, let's not make the key hard. We find that balance 
between range, key, speed and rhythmic difficulty. Lee Jordan Anders, who is a pianist from 
Tidewater, arranged these gorgeous Bartok Christmas carols for string orchestra. I did them two 
years ago with my freshmen and they just grabbed onto them, even though they were hard, 
because they were so short! The length of the pieces meant that we were able to actually put a lot 
of them together for the concert.” 
 “Wow Bartok isn’t easy either,” Liam remarked, wondering if maybe he should be taking 
notes for next year. 
 “Personally,” Gary began, “I start on the VBODA5 state list for large ensembles. I look 
through the different grade levels, go through to JW Pepper and listen. I look at scores if I can, 
you know, if they’re available. I try to balance it with things that the kids will know and things 
that maybe they don't know, so they're not feeling overwhelmed, but feeling challenged. There’s 
 




unfortunately not much else to my picking out music than that. My music library was outdated 
when I first got there, so I’m always trying to find things I like on the VBODA lists and kind of 
keeping a good group of pieces on rotation for assessments.” 
“I look at the Virginia state lists too,” Steven said, “And I also like to see what’s on the 
other state lists. Of course we have the staples and the cornerstones of the rep, but honestly it 
seems like everything else just falls by the wayside, you know? There’s just so much out there.” 
“Early on in selecting repertoire,” Brenda said, “I always go straight to the Baroque era. 
If they're going to become an orchestra, they need to be able to line up vertically. And with the 
Baroque era, you can go from this very simple Telemann Symphonia that eight-year-olds could 
play, all the way up to a chromatic fantasy! So, the Baroque era is a wonderful place to start. I 
look at the different elements of the piece as well. If it’s got a really high register, the tempo 
needs to be slow. If it’s slow and pretty, you can have a larger range. So it’s all a balance. If 
there’s a difficult section in the piece, how long is that section?” 
“I’ll keep all my programs,” Sarah said, “ and I always ask other choral directors what 
they’re doing, make notes in all my programs, remember what they performed at VMEA 
concerts. Of course I have a bucket list of pieces I want to do, and I go to reading sessions. But, I 
also have no problem handing out a piece and taking it back if it isn’t the right piece for the kids. 
Otherwise we’re just wasting our time. I’ll bail and uninvest early on if it isn’t right for them.” 
“How do you know what type of stuff you’re looking for though? I feel like sometimes 
the search can be just endless,” Liam noted. 
“Theme concerts are a great way to structure it,” Audrey offered, I do a very loosely 




concert but a concert of strictly American music by American composers. Kids tend to know all 
the cultures right, but not the melting pot that is America.” 
“I do a lot of the same as Audrey,” Sarah said, “I usually have something to guide my 
musical selection, like a guiding theme for my concerts. But, sometimes it doesn’t even relate to 
the theme. Honestly, if it’s the right piece for the kids, it’s the right piece for the kids and I don’t 
care. One time, there was a piece that just wasn’t going well, and 4 weeks before the concert, we 
switched to another one! It was a scary moment, but the second piece was just so much better for 
them, and it came together a lot quicker”  
“I also use themes as a guiding point for each of the concerts,” said Alice, “Orchestra in 
particular, it's so easy for it to be the ‘white haired concert people’” she said with air quotes, “If 
you’re rich, you go to the symphony, you know? There’s this certain mindset. I do very little 
classical on my spring concerts, because they get a lot of that during the rest of the year. I do a 
pop/rock-themed concert every three years. I’ve done musical theatre music, movie music, the 
list goes on. I was exposed to such a variety of music in my own training, that I really want to 
expose my students to that. I have an electric violin, you know? I’ve played covers of pop songs 
with my string quartet. Why wouldn’t I want to bring that into my classroom too? I feel like I can 
do an even better job at that. I think it’s important that they appreciate all the strings have to 
offer, and I don’t care if they go into music as a career. I really want to impart that on them.” 
“Absolutely, Alice,” Sarah said, “it’s so much bigger than just the music on the page. I 
had a pretty amazing experience at a conference session several years back, where our clinician, 
Christopher Aspaas told us, ‘we have the unique opportunity as music educators to do something 
bigger with the music we perform. If you're not thinking about these bigger things with 




change my perspective from just the students, to also the audience! The kids develop a certain 
level of investment once we’ve started a piece, even if they don’t like it at first. But there has to 
be a purpose besides, ‘I’m just gonna sing for my parents, right? It has to be about something 
bigger . . . something that changes the kids and the parents in a unique way.” 
“Absolutely,” said Liam, “I found last year that thinking about your audience, and your 
community in general, are so key. In addition to orchestra, I also teach hands-on music class at 
the middle school, which is pretty much a guitar course, and our instruments weren’t in good 
shape when I got there, so fixing those up took a lot of my time. I pretty much just had to work 
with what I had and what the kids wanted to do as far as repertoire went. I had a student who was 
a Jehovah's witness, so we couldn't do Christmas songs. We just did winter-themed pieces.” 
“That’s hard, isn’t it? The holiday stuff?” Audrey said, “it gets harder and harder these 
days to say or do things that don’t offend people.”  
“I think I see where you’re coming from, Audrey,” Steven said, “I just try to make it 
relevant with what's going on in the world, whether it's socially or sometimes even politically, 
although I kind of sneak it under the rug a little bit. I’m not trying to brainwash the kids or 
promote the ‘liberal agenda’” he said with air quotes. 
“Exactly!” Liam exclaimed, “Like, for our festival performance last year, we played 
Deep River, an African-American hymn, and a really beautiful piece.” 
“A classic,” Audrey agreed. 
“But it made me realize that our repertoire cabinet needs some variety,” Liam continued, 
“I certainly need some more black composers, Asian composers. I definitely need to break out of 
the ‘old white guy mold’ in that cabinet. There needs to be some more diversity in there. I hope 




really make sure that everyone feels welcome to come join orchestra, that they feel like they 
have a connection to it.” 
 “For such a young teacher, it sounds like you’ve got an excellent handle on things,” 
Sarah commended him, “Good cultural representation isn’t something I’m scared of, but I 
definitely used to be. I don’t know if it’s something I always do well, but I think it’s something 
that’s important, so I’ve stopped shying away from it in my programming. I grew up in a 
relatively diverse area, but it was incredibly accepting of other cultures. And since there are over 
80 different languages spoken at my school, I really love digging into those other cultures.” 
 “I’ve been trying to do a lot more to kind of expose the kids to underrepresented 
composers,” Steven added, “every week we study a new underrepresented BIPOC composer, 
minority composer. We do one every single week. And we don’t just study the composer, we 
also study a piece they wrote.”  
 “That’s a lot of time though, isn’t it Steven? How do you still have time to incorporate a 
full warm-up, sight-reading, and music theory?” Audrey challenged. 
 “While I do value those things too, Audrey, I value exposing the kids to all types of 
composers and music in the same way,” Steven defended his stance. 
“I know I’ve said this a lot already this weekend, but that’s an excellent idea and I am 
100% stealing it,” Meg said, “I try to seek out living composers. I seek out women composers. I 
seek out Black and Brown and minority and underrepresented composers. That’s not easy to do 
if you use catalogues like JW Pepper, though. Honestly, the JW Pepper catalog makes me think 
of what radio used to be. Only a certain amount of things are getting into that catalog, you know? 
Just like they’re only going to play a certain amount of things on the radio. But there’s this vast 




“There absolutely is, Meg!” Steven said, “I try to dig into other resources besides just the 
VBODA lists too. There’s a lot of different resources! There's Institute for Composer Diversity 
and it has all these different categories of music, where you can specifically search for pieces 
written by African-American composers or Asian-American composers, for example. There's 
lots of good resources out there to find new music, we just have to go do it! These under-
represented composers have tried everything they can to get themselves out there. Now it’s our 
responsibility, as directors, to actively look harder for music by these folks who deserve to be 
represented. And it could just be a problem with people today. Like, instant gratification maybe? 
People don't want to take the time to actually do something. I’m pretty sure the music is out 
there, we just aren’t looking hard enough. It’s a click away, you know?” 
“Do you have your students contribute to that repertoire search or selection process at all, 
Steven?” Alice asked.  
“I do,” he replied, “I asked the kids at the end of last year, what do you want to play next 
year? What’s out there that you’re interested in? And they always give really good suggestions. 
Of course, I’ll always get something like, Super Mario medley, and you know, I love Mario, but 
we’ve got to have more variety than just video game music. But I do my best to involve the kids 
as much as I can, to ask their opinions regarding repertoire choice. I want to empower them to go 
out and find composers who look like them too, show them that because I think it matters.” 
“Interesting,” Alice replied, crinkling her brow, “I try to play the music for them before I 
officially pick it. I like to get their reaction and their buy-in, because that’s going to determine if 
they practice or not. They will not practice unless they like it. I always tell them, you get an 




“So your classroom would not be considered a democracy, then?” Meg wondered, only 
half kidding. 
Alice paused to consider Meg’s point, “I mean, I’m still the teacher at the end of the day. 
I want them to learn how to play it and then decide if they like it. In the spring, I might choose 
something they like if they ask for suggestions. They’re usually asking for something like 
Hamilton or something they heard on the radio, though. Video game music is always a popular 
one!” 
“Liam, did you have your kiddos help you pick rep at all last year before the world 
stopped?” Alice asked. 
“Sure did,” Liam replied, “I dug up a list of maybe seven or eight pieces I thought would 
be good for the group last year, and we listened to them all together. We read the scores together, 
we talked about their backgrounds and the composers and whatnot. The students helped a ton in 
getting things narrowed down. We talked about each piece as a group and then we voted on 
which pieces they wanted to do. I definitely like to get them involved to a certain degree. I don't 
like to just pick out music, drop it on their stand, and say to them, ‘this is what we're playing and 
that's that.’ They need a voice if they're going to make that connection to the music.” 
“Wow, so you let them vote on pieces then?” Alice questioned. 
“I do, I try to make my class as democratic as I can in that way.” Liam replied. 
“That’s really interesting. I’ve never operated that way in the past,” Alice admitted. 
“Just because you haven’t done something before doesn’t mean it’s too late to try,” Liam 
offered. Alice shrugged and nodded, considering it. 




 “The kids usually have a hand in picking the music for our spring concert,” Gary said, 
“sometimes I’ll do it for our holiday concert in the winter. I usually pick two or three pieces and 
I’ll play them for the students, put out a google survey during class where they can let me know 
which ones they like best. I’ll play something for them, hand out a piece, and see how they 
respond. I’ll ask them how they like it, especially my seniors, and throughout the rehearsal 
process, I’ll ask them how we’re doing, if it’s something they think we can work on.” 
 “Giving them good options is key,” Brenda said, “I love involving them in the process of 
repertoire selection. I don’t do it with the freshmen, but maybe towards the end of their first year. 
Now, I’m a mother, and I used to do this with my children. I’ll give them several good choices to 
pick from, kind of like Gary and Liam said, because you don't want to open up the whole world 
of music. That said, there’s nothing better than their ownership for a piece. I’ll ask them if they 
have a favorite composer, maybe ask them for several pieces by that composer that might appeal 
to them. We’ll talk about the options in class, we’ve got a pretty open discussion type class. 
We're trying to teach them to be expressive, so anything we can do to get them expressing, and 
not being afraid to open up. Asking not only if they like Tchaikovsky, but why they like him. It 
helps them express themselves, and usually they’re less fearful about playing then too.” 
 “Wow, that’s really cool, Brenda. Love the idea of having them voice their thoughts on a 
specific composer,” Gary said. 
 “Honestly, I don’t usually let kids pick the repertoire,” Audrey said, “but sometimes I 
might take their opinion into account. It kind of depends on the level. The upper group gets a say 
sometimes, moreso in the spring. In the winter we usually do holiday stuff. For assessment, I 
choose music for them. Sometimes I don’t care. If I've got two equal pieces and it doesn't matter 




against a piece. I’m always sure to present a new piece to them when I’m there, because if not I 
can’t sell it to them, and that is key. Sometimes in the spring, I’ll open it up for them to give me 
a list of songs to consider, but I never just let them blatantly pick a song.” 
 “What about you, Meg?” Liam inquired. 
 “I give them basically as much full control as I can for their final concert,” Meg 
explained, “Our competition trip is usually the first week of May. Our final concert is usually 
about three weeks to four weeks after. Pair that with three weeks of SOL6 testing? Over the years 
I stopped fighting that beast of like ‘Oh yeah, we're going to get “legit rep” ready! Like, nobody 
cares by that point of the year. We’re here to sing, and to feel good. So let’s do that! Our spring 
concert is always like a pops concert, very karaoke-esque. We're just having a good time. And 
the parents love that concert too. The kids make suggestions of songs that they would like to sing 
and they can be current. They’ll submit around fifty titles per group, I’ll pick out maybe a top ten 
or fifteen, then I let them fully pick. Whatever the number one pick is, all right, we're definitely 
doing that. We’ll just kind of go down the list, it’s really fun.” 
 “That sounds awesome,” Alice noted. 
 “You know, I was thinking, I could use my Choir Council to help with a process like that; 
give them a little more voice and choice that way,” Sarah said. 
 “Choir Council?” Liam asked. 
 “Yeah!” Sarah explained, “In my upper level choir only, I have this thing called Choir 
Council. I wasn’t able to have that at my other school, because I was really just trying to keep 
everyone on pitch at the piano and it was a lot to think about. But the Choir Council and I, we’ll 
 




sit down together and plan out the theme of the year. We try to come up with guiding themes for 
the concert and then pick music that surrounds that.” 
 “Wow, that’s really cool,” Steven said, “We have student leadership in my program, but 
only for marching band. The kids who are leaders are pretty well established and help the 
program run as smoothly as it does.” 
 “How about you, Audrey, do you have a Choir Council?” Sarah asked. 
 “I don’t have leadership in my groups. I’ve found that that leads to them not all taking 
personal leadership, or it causes other additional drama. We already teach high school and there's 
enough drama.” 
 “I try to have student leaders,” Alice chimed in, “but it’s really just about getting them to 
look up at the conductor, you know? Student leadership is definitely something I’d like to 
integrate more of.” 
 “We don't do section leaders at the middle school,” Meg agreed, “I’ve tried, they're just 
not there yet, it's all right.” 
 “Anyone feeling some more coffee?” Gary asked. 
 “Me, me!” Sarah said.  
 “I’ll take another cup, thanks Gary,” Brenda said. Gary got up to make another pot. 
 “So, how did you guys feel about virtual concerts this year?” Liam wondered. 
Audrey laughed out loud, “I saw a lot of teachers wasting their time this year to create a 
YouTube sensation, and for what? To generate views? They were working so hard to try and 
recreate something that they saw on the internet, something that’s already been done. How about 
instead, you take what someone else did and adapt it? Make it your own. Think about the 




“That’s a little harsh, don’t you think?” Liam challenged.  
“I don’t think so, actually,” Audrey replied, “I think it depends on the teacher, and what 
their priorities are. Personally, I didn’t do any virtual concerts this year. I released myself and the 
kids from that. It was hard to see all these other directors putting them out initially, it definitely 
made me feel like I was missing out at first. But I just know an incredible amount of time 
learning sound editing went into that. I'm a choir director, not a sound engineer.” 
“I feel you on that, Audrey,” Alice said, “I didn’t know where to begin with virtual 
concerts this year. I wanted to make orchestra feel normal, so I thought, we’ll prep these pieces 
and do a virtual thing at the end, right? As that culmination we’re used to? Sarah’s husband, 
Keith, is the choir teacher at my school, and he was doing it for his kids. I didn’t want my 
students to see the choir video and feel like they missed out. Keith was super helpful, but it 
ended up feeling like a lot more work than it was worth. I know parents appreciated it, but it 
made me reconsider the emphasis that we always put on our concerts and performances—why do 
those have to be the driving factor? And we couldn’t even play super difficult music, you know? 
Because it would be harder to put together.” Alice sipped her coffee. 
“Exactly,” Audrey replied, “I watch about 30 seconds of it and I get bored! I stop 
watching. And some poor teacher has spent like weeks and months of their life on this!” 
“So many weeks and so many months,” Sarah confirmed, a tired look on her face. 
“Have you used any of the audio softwares before, Audrey?” Steven asked, “Logic or 
GarageBand?” 
“Okay, I did try a virtual choir assignment with my upper level group,” Audrey said, “I 
taught them a short three-part song, and it’s not like the song was too hard or anything. These are 




together and disaster struck. There was some problem with the Apple Store, it ended up taking a 
whole month to do it. So I told the kids, you see, this is why we aren’t doing this. I wasn’t rude 
about it. I just told them, y’all are already highly stressed out and you don't need it.” 
“They are already under a lot of pressure in their other classes too,” Brenda added. 
“Right, exactly!” Audrey went on, “And I have some kids who are middle of the road, 
middle class, but I also have kids in trailer homes. If I really believe that every voice matters and 
that each voice contributes something valuable, then how can I do that? And that’s not me just 
making excuses. Most of the time they're doing school on their phone. Why would I spend all 
that time just for a video their parents can watch of them? It’s not worth it to me to go through all 
that. And it was going to be impossible to get them all equitable equipment.” 
Just then, a loud crash came from the kitchen. 
“Gary? Everything okay?” Sarah called. There was no answer. 
Liam and Sarah got up to go check on Gary. They found him standing in the middle of 
the kitchen, the remnants of his coffee mug scattered into a million tiny pieces all over the white 
tile floor. There was black coffee everywhere. 
“Gary, are you alright? What happened?” Sarah asked, placing a hand on his shoulder. 
Gary was staring at his IPhone screen in disbelief. 
“It’s . . . Dr. Thomas.” 
“Charlotte Thomas? From undergrad?” Sarah asked. Gary nodded. 
“She passed away last night. Complications from a surgery. I remember she always had 
trouble with her left leg. It bothered her a lot when she was on the podium but I never knew . . . I 
guess it turned out to be something a lot more serious.” 




Liam watched as his mentor nodded slowly and dropped his phone on the counter. He 
couldn’t recall a time Gary wasn’t smiling. Seeing him this way was jarring. 
Sarah and Liam looked at each other as Gary walked into the den. 
“I think he’s told me about Dr. Thomas before. We might have been talking about her last 
night, actually.” Liam said. 
“She was incredible. A MUED7 and winds professor back in undergrad. Gary knew her 
better than I did, but she taught my instrumental methods course. Dr. Thomas was the backbone 
of the music education department, I swear. Gosh, this is just awful.” 
“Gary?” Brenda sauntered over to the den. Liam and Sarah followed.  
“Dr. Thomas passed away,” Gary said, his voice quiet. 
Everyone was quiet for several minutes, unsure of what to do or say. After a while, 
Brenda made her way over to Gary and took a seat on the couch beside him. 
“Tell us about her,” Brenda said, resting her hand on Gary’s shoulder, “What was she 
like? Obviously she made a huge impact on you.” 
“Dr. Thomas cared so much about her students. She met them exactly where they were 
and accepted them for who they are,” Gary began. 
The others came in from the dining room and took a seat silently, listening to Gary as he 
spoke Dr. Thomas’s praises. 
“I never felt like I fit the mold of your standard ‘band director.’ I didn’t fit in with my 
peers in the instrumental music ed track. They were all obsessed with becoming the next Jerry 
Junkin, you know? I didn’t care about competitions or schmoozing other band directors to get the 
best job offer. I didn’t have amazing grades in my general education courses, and I wasn’t in any 
 




honor societies or special clubs. When things started getting intense during my junior year, I 
began to wonder if teaching was the right thing for me.” 
Gary paused and went on, “I went to Dr. Thomas’ office one day to tell her I was 
thinking about quitting, and she changed my mind. I left that office knowing 100% that this is 
what I was always meant to do.” 
“What did she say?” Audrey asked. 
“She told me that there will always be negative sides to even your ‘dream job.’ It doesn’t 
matter that everything is perfect, or that you and your colleagues always agree on everything, 
you wouldn’t want to. The best experiences are the ones that make you think—the ones that 
make you reconsider what you may have once thought to be universally true. She always used to 
ask us, ‘is there a better way?’ She’d ask that about everything! Conducting technique, 
pedagogy, life.” 
“She was incredible,” Sarah agreed, “I was just awful at wind instruments. I had to play 
one for my instrumental methods class with Dr. Thomas and I remember complaining so much. 
At the end of the semester, I went in to take my final exam for the class, and apparently I had to 
play a chromatic scale on the trombone. I have never played a chromatic scale on the trombone, I 
only practiced the diatonic scale. I had no idea that one would be on the test! And you know 
what she said to me? She said, ‘go ahead and take a few minutes. I think you could figure it out 
on your own.’” 
“And did you?” Steven asked. 
“I did! It took a little while, but I did. I was petrified at first because I didn’t think I 




“That’s how she was.” Gary smiled and said, “I remember we always did this Pops 
concert in the fall for parents weekend.” 
“That’s right, we did!” Sarah said. 
“My senior year, Dr. Thomas brought students from the band, orchestra and choir 
department together to perform ‘You’ve Got a Friend in Me,’” Gary recalled. 
“The one by Randy Newman? From Toy Story?” Liam asked. 
“That’s the one,” Sarah said.  
“How did the arrangement work?” Steven wondered. 
“Well the winds played that classic intro portion,” said Gary, “we had a pianist play 
throughout, some light strings and bass of course. The choir started in unison and added some 
harmonies throughout.” Gary remembered fondly, “I honestly forgot I was playing in a college 
level ensemble. Not because it wasn’t a good or quality performance. On the contrary, we got a 
standing ovation, the audience loved it! And it wasn’t in the standard concert hall, we always did 
the Pops Concert in the basketball stadium.” 
“Do you still have the music somewhere?” Asked Steven. 
“Ha, I do, actually. Everything I’ve ever played is in my rep binder in the back of my 
trunk,” Gary admitted. 
“Well what are we waiting for?” Steven said, “let’s make some charts!” 
“You guys want to play it?” Gary asked. 
“Sure we do!” said Liam. 
“I’m good with keys if you can get me a chord sheet,” Meg said. 




“I think between the three of us we’ve got most of a string section covered,” said Brenda, 
nodding at Liam and Alice. 
“Audrey and I can sing of course!” Sarah suggested. 
“Absolutely we can.” Audrey agreed. 
“Wow, okay! Let me grab what I’ve got in my trunk!” Gary’s infectious smile returned 
and he ran out the front door to grab his rep binder. 
It didn’t take long for Steven to create a chart based off of Gary’s old sheet music. Meg 
started working with Audrey and Sarah on some vocals and keys, while Alice and Brenda 
mapped out some string parts and harmonies to go over Liam’s bass line. Gary and Steven 
transcribed the hook at the beginning on their horns. 
The gang spent the afternoon playing around with the music, trying out different things. 
By 4:00PM, they’d played through it a couple times and were happy with the result. 
“Gary and Sarah, what do you say we post a recording somewhere in Dr. Thomas’ 
honor?” Steven suggested. 
“That would be so incredibly special.” Sarah agreed. 
“Only if the group is comfortable with it?” Gary scanned his crowd of colleagues. 
Everyone nodded in agreement. 
“Let me just get changed out of my PJs first if this is going on the internet!” Audrey said.  
“Ha! Same!” said Liam. 
The group took a quick break to change out of sweats and return back to the den. After 
another run-through, they were ready to record. The sound quality of Steven’s macbook wasn’t 
professional, but it did the trick. Gary and Sarah rummaged through their Facebooks and found 




channels. Within minutes, the comments were blowing up. Old students and colleagues of Dr. 
Thomas boasted about how much they loved her courses, the Pops Concert, and how the song 
brought back so many fond memories. 
“What an incredible way to honor her.” Gary said as they packed up their instruments. 
“I’m glad we could help be a part of something bigger,” Liam said. 
“Anyone starting to get hungry? Y’all handled breakfast earlier so I thought a bunch of us 
could help with dinner.” Steven remarked. 
“Sounds good to me!” Audrey sat with her feet up on the couch. 
“Excellent,” Steven said, “We got stuff for pasta!” 
~*~ 
 “Bay leaves, nice touch!” Alice commended Liam as he gave the meat sauce a final stir. 
 “Why thank you!” Liam said. 
 “Alright, y’all, dinner is served,” Steven announced to the rest of the group, “grab what 
you want in the kitchen, we got pasta, meat sauce, garlic bread and some side salad.” 
 “Beer and wine are on the island!” Added Meg. 
 “Yum! Thanks kiddos,” Brenda said.  
 Once everyone was seated in the dining room with their food, Gary tapped his beer bottle 
with a fork, “I’d like to make a toast,” he announced, “I want to say thank you to everyone here. 
First, thank you for making time in your busy lives to join me on this trip after such a hectic year. 
It’s been wonderful to see so many familiar faces after so long. And second, thank you for 
sharing your musical gifts with the world and honoring Dr. Thomas today. It’s hard to explain 




 “And cheers to you, Gary!” Brenda added, “thank you for planning this trip and bringing 
us all together.” 
 “Cheers to that!” Audrey said. 
 “Cheers!” everyone said as they clinked their respective drinks. 
 As they ate, the gang reflected on how wonderful it was to play music again together this 
afternoon. 
 “You know,” Brenda began, “it’s been a long time since I played that kind of music on 
my viola.” 
 “I know what you mean!” Alice said, “I didn’t realize how much I missed it. I’ve gotta 
call up my bandmates when I get home, see if they’re comfortable getting the group back 
together now that we’re vaccinated!” 
 “Same here, Alice,” Steven said, “Now that we can wipe our hands clean of this school 
year, I’m feeling like I’ve got a lot more time on my hands to write and arrange some tunes for 
my funk group. Our lead singer said he loved the arrangement of ‘You’ve Got a Friend in Me.’” 
 “Hey guys,” Liam began, “our jamming this afternoon really got me thinking. You know, 
I only got about six months of ‘regular’ teaching before the pandemic, just like Steven. But I 
know a lot of you have taught for way longer. I guess, it’s just got me reconsidering a lot of what 
music education is, and what it could be. What do you guys think music ed should be?” 
 “What do you think it should be?” Gary challenged. 
 “Well,” Liam started, “Above all, I think it should be a place for everybody. Everyone 
enjoys music in some form or another, whether they find their niche in band, orchestra or chorus. 
It should be a place where anyone can walk in and it's like ‘yeah, we got you! Let’s learn an 




a place where students can come into the room everyday and know that they’re going to be safe; 
that they’re going to be valued and respected; that they’re going to be able to express themselves. 
There’s an element of humanity and liveliness that just needs to be present at all times. ” 
 “I completely agree,” said Sarah, “ I really think music education should be about 
bringing a more inclusive viewpoint. I want to explore culture as it relates to where the students 
are from, but also where the audience is from! How do we relate to the world based on the things 
that have influenced us? Music is a way we can explore things that are unfamiliar, and bring 
about a more inclusive perspective to our students and audience members.” 
 “No matter who is there and whether or not they were forced to be in our class, or chose 
to be there, I want every student to feel like they have some connection to music,” Alice said, “I 
want to reach every kid. At the end of the day, we aren’t creating the next Yo-Yo ma. We’re 
creating people that will go on to eventually support the arts, in the same way I had the 
opportunity to when I was a kid.” 
“Amen,” said Gary, “I think we’ve really got to learn how to make it accessible to 
everybody, though. One of the things that gets lost, especially as students get into high school, is 
this accessibility piece. I have this percussion class for students with special needs, and it’s just 
been so successful at our school. We aren’t focussed on competition or performance, just the act 
of making music together. I really enjoy teaching, but we’ve got to worry less about the 
performance aspect.” 
“Agreed,” said Steven “students are unique, and should be provided with a safe 
environment to explore all aspects of their education and musicianship. Each student resides at a 
different point in their development, so I try to cater my style of teaching and pedagogy to where 




“Absolutely,” said Gary, “not everyone is at the same point in their musical development 
when they get to you. I think we’ve got to start focusing less on the product and more on the 
process. A couple of you know, I had this philosophy shift a few years ago where I realized I 
needed to be focussing more on the students and less on the outcome. I’ve been reading music 
since I was young, and that’s always come easy to me. But during my first few years teaching, I 
had trouble breaking those skills down for beginners. Undergrads were one thing but middle 
schoolers?” 
“Preach!” Alice agreed, throwing her hands in the air. 
“At the time,” Gary continued, “I had reconnected with Dr. Thomas, and she told me to 
go to this ear training conference. I never looked back. The conference talked a lot about sound 
before sight, before even naming the symbol. It was all based of course on Kodály and Gordon 
principles right? So, instead of, say, drawing a rhythm tree or a scale up on the board, you hear it, 
practice it, play and engage with it, then you name it. I realized that giving the kids those sound-
before-sight and solfege skills in the band room really was going to set them up for success and 
empower them as individual musicians when they left and went on to high school. 
In the end, it’s not about the performance. If you do right by the kids, everything else will fall 
into place.” 
“It’s really such a secondary part of our jobs, isn’t it?” said Audrey. “We do want to 
make sure they have the knowledge base and techniques that are necessary to make them be 
successful. We want to create self-sufficient, informed musicians.” 
 “I feel like we don’t focus on the music literacy piece enough in choir world honestly,” 
Sarah chimed in, “at my old position, I had to play the piano all the time, just to get the kids to 




middle school choir? What about elementary school general music? 90% of my freshman class in 
college had to start at Theory Zero. And I thought, you have to start lower than level one to do 
this for the rest of your life? Didn’t you have music theory in high school? Something is broken 
in music education. People get so surprised when they come into my current classroom and see 
us doing theory everyday. Choir is like the redheaded stepchild, we just aren’t as fluent at music 
theory across the board, compared to instrumental people.” 
 “I see where you’re coming from, Sarah,” Meg replied. “While I do try to cover technical 
points laid out in the music SOLs, my teaching is moslty influenced by my own philosophy, my 
desire for inclusivity, and a lot of social emotional learning. I’m a firm believer that you can 
either teach kids music or you can teach music to kids. And I’m really here to teach students. The 
subject is inconsequential. I just want to make sure they aren’t a turd of a human when they 
leave.”  
 “Good choice of words,” Liam laughed. 
 “Ha, you know what I mean, though?” Meg went on, “I want my kids to be able to 
articulate that they like a song because they had an emotional response to it. That’s what it’s 
really about: expressing emotion and allowing connection to happen. Treating each other kindly. 
That's a hill I'm gonna die on every day. We might not sing every day but are we loving each 
other today? Is today a day where we aren’t emotionally prepared to sing, and instead we need to 
sit around and talk about our feelings? Okay, yeah, then we’re doing that. Doesn’t matter if 
there’s a concert coming up.” 
 “The connection is so key,” Brenda said, “This year with COVID, since I couldn’t see 
them, I had them do a weekly practice log to touch base with me. They had to answer, when did 




Do you need more of them? What do you think didn't work? And then what goals do you have? 
They were writing that for me every week, and I answer back, and I tell them everything. I’d tell 
them I was really proud of their efforts, keeping that communication open because we weren’t 
able to see each other. I may keep those logs going next year. I'm finding kids saying a lot to me 
in those. They get 25 points, just turning it in. And they’re really honest like, ‘I had to do my 
presentation for the Academy this week, so I only practiced once’ or ‘since we didn't have class 
today, I made sure that I did my warmups’ and ‘I see that it's helping my vibrato.’ And it’s great 
for me, because if I've got a kid telling me the warmup is helping, then I need to keep doing it!” 
“Brenda, that’s an incredible idea,” Steven said, “It’s so hard when you can’t be together, 
to keep that connection going. The inherent reason why we make music is to do it together, and 
we can’t lose sight of that. It’s what we missed out on so much during the pandemic. No matter 
how hard we worked to create engaging lessons for our virtual kids, it was never going to be the 
same as when we were together. Going into next year, we’ve got to remember that it should be 
about the discovery and the togetherness.” 
 “And even beyond that,” Audrey chimed in, “One of our jobs as music educators is to 
create lifelong music people who appreciate music and hopefully want to participate in it beyond 
our class. We have to show them the best parts, show them the beauty in achieving something 
through a difficult piece, show them moments that are really beautiful or a piece that changed the 
world. I feel like that's part of our job.” 
 “Absolutely,” said Alice, “I want every kid to believe they are capable enough to make 
music; and that they can continue to do it in their lives, even if they want to do other things like 




 “Right! How do we make it this thing where the kids feel capable, but also feel like they 
can balance it with the other things in their lives?” Gary asked, “I try to talk about continuing 
music after high school, I try to talk it up to students like, ‘Hey! You can keep playing your horn 
in a community band!’ I’m not sure it really resonates with them though.” 
 “You know,” said Meg, “My uncle went to every single one of my concerts in high 
school and college. He always asked me, ‘When are you going to sing something that we can 
connect to?’ I still think about that all the time. It’s reflected in the concerts I do with my kids.” 
 “I think a big part of that,” added Steven, “is we should be allowing the kids space to 
explore what they want to do. We’re really just showing them how to become great human 
beings through music, and whatever they learn and take musically from that is up to them. The 
songs we perform should be a way to help students find their voice in the world, whether it's in a 
music field or not. And that should translate to other passions and areas they go on to participate 
in during the course of their lives.” 
 “We’re building communities,” Audrey said, “We’re building a society that we all want 
to live in. A society where everyone also sings of course, which would be my ideal society,” she 
chuckled, “So we want to do everything that we can do to create responsible, engaged, involved 
citizens.” 
“Exactly!” Steven agreed, “Teaching music, you go beyond the notes on the page. We’re 
teaching more than just musical concepts, you know? It’s through the music that we help 
students blossom into open-minded responsible adults. People who actually want to contribute to 
society and create a better world for the next generation.” 
“I think we’re missing a key part of that, don't you think?” Meg asked, “It seems we all 




lovers and consumers of music. You can go beyond that of course, you can specialize in some 
way. You can say, ‘I’m going to do a sort of madrigal group kind of thing,’ or ‘I’m going to do a 
chamber wind band.’ But at its core, it should be an education for all, meaning we allow 
everybody, regardless of what type of music they listen to, or want to play, the opportunity to 
learn more through our classes and become informed consumers and enjoyers of music.” 
“Well, let me ask you all this,” Gary exclaimed, “what should music education not be?” 
The group paused to think. 
“It should not be exclusive,” said Liam, “Of course, there's discipline, to a degree. You 
need discipline to learn these techniques properly. But it shouldn’t be this really hard regimented 
thing. We obviously have goals, but it should never be a tough love sort of thing, like bootcamp. 
There should always be a degree of fun there.” 
“Right!” said Alice, “This ‘tough love’ and ‘suck it up’ mentality that we grew up 
learning from a lot of our studio teachers? I found myself so stressed in undergrad at times, that 
music wasn’t fun for me anymore. If I hadn’t found my buddies in Just Strings Things, I don’t 
know if I would have been able to keep going.” 
 “Music is like the students’ mental break from the rest of the school day,'' Liam said, 
“We don’t exactly have tests to build up to, we just have our performances and whatnot. But it 
should not be only about that.” 
“It shouldn’t be just about the performance,” Gary argued. 
“Well, we are a performance-based class though, Gary.” Brenda challenged him. 
“Sure, to an extent,” Gary added, “But our main focus should not be creating a polished 
performance just to earn superior ratings we get at assessment. That’s what we’ve been trained to 




types of things that have been so ingrained in us. I feel like there must be a better way to do it 
than just going along on this tired path.” 
“It should not be a place where everything is a thousand percent competition driven, 
either.” Audrey added. 
 “Right,” said Steven, “We shouldn't be turning music into a competition machine where 
we’re comparing each other, especially around concert assessment season. It’s not about getting 
a superior rating. It’s not about turning our programs into a collection of little musician robots.” 
 “The competition and precision can become so toxic,” said Alice, “My kids always say, 
Mrs. Campbell, you're so stressed during assessment season! And they’re right. I used to think 
assessment had to be this polished performance, but it’s strange because we don’t treat the rest of 
the school year that way, you know? And especially this year, without that competition and 
assessment piece, it was so hard to switch gears.” 
 “Tell me about it,” Gary chimed in, “I had so much trouble getting kids to even send in 
recordings of themselves playing for virtual ensemble concerts. I was getting less submissions 
with every concert. By the time our spring concert rolled around, I think I had ten or eleven? Out 
of all my classes! I’ve got like sixty students. It’s insane.” 
 “The difference between 10 years ago, and now? It's just a different kid,” Meg exclaimed, 
“Motivation is very hard for this group of people. It’s the land of the filters, you know? 
Everything that we put out there is perfect right? It has to be. But that’s not music. Sometimes 
you mess up. Sometimes you sound horrendous. They’re just so afraid of their own self failure. I 
try to model to the kids that it’s okay to make mistakes. Like, I’ll sing something wrong or have 
a bad vocal day and sound like trash and say ‘hey did you hear that? Totally cool!’ But these kids 




saying that the kids are negative people, I love this generation of kids, but it’s just a different 
thing. I think this goes beyond our students though- it’s the whole world. It’s this instant 
gratification land that we live in. And it’s really hard to reconcile with the discipline that is 
needed to progress in music land. I have a kid that's ten, so I kinda see where they live. 
Motivation-wise, they hit a roadblock- ‘Oh, I'm done’. Like, ‘no come back children! You know, 
it’s okay- we’re all safe here!’” 
 “Do you guys look at the standards at all when you’re lesson planning?” Liam asked.  
Alice laughed out loud, “I see my county’s standards, I know they’re there. I’m definitely 
trying to meet certain benchmarks, and I give the kids what they need to get to high school 
because I want them to have all those basic tools. But personally, I’m a little outside the box. I 
don’t follow what other people are doing in my county. I want the kids to have a good 
experience and that’s way more important to me. I’m much more of a process over product type 
of person.” 
“Is your process just a means to an end though?” Gary wondered, “Because I used to say 
the same. I liked to think the process was more important to me and the product didn’t matter but 
the truth is, my administrators want to see superior ratings at assessment. Any way I go about it, 
a lot of my time is spent on a process that’s just leading us to that performance-based product.” 
 “You know,” Audrey chimed in, “I’ve been on the curriculum revision committee for my 
county multiple times. I would still say that 100% of my pedagogy and practice are influenced 
by my personal philosophy, because how can it not be? I don’t like the current VDOE8 standards 
for music. I don't think they're well-written. I had a chance to be on that committee and I just 
didn't want to do it. It was in the middle of July, and they were going to lock you in a room in 
 




Williamsburg for a week. I don’t want to spend a whole week locked in a hotel in the summer 
talking about curriculum with people I don't know. I’m not a huge fan of the new ones either9, 
even though it’s what my county follows. You know, it’s all stuff I agree with ultimately, there’s 
just got to be enough flexibility in how you achieve them.” 
“Well if you don’t like them and you also don’t want to be a part of changing them, 
where does that leave us?” Meg challenged.  
Audrey shrugged, “They’re there. I just don’t prioritize them in my classroom.” 
Brenda spoke up, “It’s a little easier to incorporate them seamlessly into your classroom 
when you’ve helped write them. I actually served on the curriculum committee so that I would 
know what the standards were. My personal goal is to get my kids so far ahead in the standards 
early on, so I get to do whatever I want the rest of the year. We’ve usually finished standards by 
October.” 
“October??” Gary questioned. 
“Oh yeah,” Brenda said matter-of-factly, “It’s not that I don’t value the standards, I know 
people have thought long and hard about them. I’m not against them, especially if it gets people 
thinking about curriculum. Personally, I try to cover all the standards by October. That way, I 
can continue the rest of the year the way I want to. I know that might sound bad. I just want to 
make sure we’ve got them covered so we don’t have to worry about them throughout the year. 
We just need to be sure that we continue to inspire kids with music, not turn it into a rubric that 
we're checking off boxes for the government. So, I achieve that by setting my standard higher 
than they do.” 
 “And that works for you?” Liam wondered. 
 




 “More or less,” Brenda replied, “We get the standards out of the way at the beginning and 
I make sure my students are excellent readers so we can get on with the music.” 
“Honestly,” Sarah interjected, “I teach 100% based on my own personal philosophy. You 
don’t have to tell central offices that, though.” 
Meg chuckled, “I hear that.” 
“Right?” Sarah smiled at Meg, “My goal is just to make beautiful music with my 
students. If we hit all the standards and check off the boxes, okay great. But I’m not worried 
about that. I don’t really care. Take it or leave it.” 
 “If I’m being honest with you guys,” Steven said, “I’ve never really taken a look at my 
county or district standards, they’re just so far from the point of what we're trying to do. My 
teaching is based more in my own personal philosophy. It’s not that the standards are bad, it’s 
just not what the focus should be, in my opinion. Standards look like students should be able to 
play all major skills at a superior level. And although that’s important, I don’t think that’s what 
it’s about right? That isn’t why we’re doing this. We don’t do this to get superior in playing 
scales. I use the standards as a part of the curriculum, but if I don't necessarily meet every 
learning standard, I'm not going to sweat it. The main thing is meeting the kids’ needs, and 
making music together.” 
 “But if we’re just looking at our own philosophy and ignoring the standards, doesn’t that 
mean we’re only going off of our own training? Is that doing our kids justice?” Liam inquired. 
 A silence fell over the group.  
Gary cleared his throat to break the silence, “So where does that leave us? Music 




“Music ed should not be limited,” Meg interrupted, “It should not be only the ‘best and 
brightest.’ That goes for the standards, it goes for the type of music we perform, the types of 
ensembles we deem appropriate for school. It feels a lot of the time like we are gatekeeping 
music education, don’t you think? And when we do, we are really losing most of the beauty of 
what we do as music educators. If we're not including everybody's noise in the greater symphony 
of just us existing, then we’re silencing them. There’s not really an in-between.” 
Liam sat with Meg’s words while the group finished dinner and began heading up to bed. 
Had he been silencing the voices of his Black and Brown students by selecting “Deep River” as 
one of their assessment pieces last year and neglecting to talk about the historical context of the 
piece? Sure, he knew where it came from, and he knew that a lot of gospel music arose out of a 
time where Black folks were enslaved in the United States. But did his students know that? Was 
it his music to share? How had he neglected to think about these topics until just now? Had the 
dominant narratives of what music education should be, the ones that he and so many of his 









3. Strategies, Roadblocks and Departure 
It was 7:05AM when Liam’s eyes flew open on Sunday morning. 
After several failed attempts to go back to sleep, he finally sat up and started getting 
dressed, anxious to continue the conversation he’d begun with his colleagues last night.  
When he got downstairs, the coffee pot wasn’t on and it was silent. Seeing as no one else 
was up yet and no plans for breakfast had been made, Liam decided to throw on his old vans and 
take a drive to Harrisonburg for some Krispy Kreme. If he came back with donuts for everybody, 
Gary wouldn’t mind him borrowing the car right? 
Liam threw on his shades and opened up the GPS on his phone. It was sunny this 
morning, and all of yesterday’s clouds had cleared. The drive was familiar once he made it to 
Route 33. 
Once on Port Republic Road, Liam passed a Starbucks. And then, another Starbucks. 
Wait, on the same street? He thought, Within yards from each other? Liam laughed to himself. 
The University Outpost looked like it was out of business. Liam hopped on Interstate 81 and 
drove down one more exit to Route 33. He pulled up to the Krispy Kreme and was delighted to 
find the Hot Light™ on. 
“Two dozen donuts please!” He asked the cashier, “Can you do a variety?” Liam wasn’t 
sure what everyone might want. 
“Sure thing.” The cashier was unenthused and looked like she might still be asleep. 
“Did you hear about the JMUke jam on Tuesday?” a voice from behind him asked. 
Liam turned to see two kids, maybe high schoolers, sitting at the only available table in 




“No! Are you going?” a boy with dark brown shaggy hair asked. 
“I am! I have an extra uke if you want to join me. I’m getting sick of video games at my 
Dad’s house,” the other boy said, rubbing his eyelids and shaking the blonde curls out of his 
face. 
“I only know the C-chord. Is that cool?” 
“Oh yeah! Dude, they like, go over all the chords for each song before we play them. It’s 
dope.” 
“Order up for Liam!” the cashier announced suddenly. 
Liam grabbed his donuts and thanked the cashier. On his way out, he noticed the two 
boys comparing ukulele prices on Amazon. He smiled to himself. 
~*~ 
Back at the house, Gary opened the door for Liam, “Hey there vehicle snatcher,” he 
teased. 
“I’m so sorry, Gary I should have asked!” Liam aplogized. 
“No sweat, friend.” Gary assured, taking the Krispy Kreme boxes from Liam, “Look who 
brought donuts, gang!” 
Everybody was hanging out in the den to wake up, drinking coffee, checking emails, and 
preparing for the return home later this afternoon. 
“How’s everyone feeling about going back?” Sarah asked. 
“Going back home or going back to teaching in the fall?” Alice asked. 
“Ha! Both, I guess.” Sarah replied. 
“I’m excited for next year. But I’ve really appreciated this break, too. I plan to savor 




“Agreed!” Gary opened the Krispy Kreme box and grabbed a Chocolate Iced Custard 
Filled donut. 
“I think a lot of teachers are going to leave the profession after the year we’ve had,” 
Audrey said. “After how we’ve been treated? But it’s only made me want to dig my heels in 
harder you know? In terms of my teaching philosophy, I've been doing this too long to change 
who I am. But COVID has definitely caused me to figure out how to still do what I do. How to 
continuously tell every child that they are important and that they matter. That their voice 
matters, and that the world deserves to hear it. COVID has caused me to be more creative, but 
it’s also given me neck pain.” 
 Gary laughed, “Second on the neck pain thing!” 
 Liam turned to Audrey, “This year really hasn’t changed your teaching philosophy at all? 
Even with the social issues our country has been facing?” She stared at him blankly. 
 “Personally,” Liam went on, “I feel like our field has a lot of room to grow. Black Lives 
Matter has been huge this year. And I support it. I've always been big on diversity. But in terms 
of repertoire selection, I think we can do better. I want to better represent the students in my 
program. I have to, if I want my program to thrive, and if I want it to branch out and be a place 
for everyone. I appreciate that this year has kind of forced me to reevaluate, and branch out of 
my own methods of teaching. It’s definitely made me reconsider my teaching philosophy.” 
 “Black Lives Matter and cultural awareness are things we need to take more into 
account,” Sarah exclaimed, “VMEA added a committee about advocacy, so hopefully that will 
help? I always thought I was inclusive, and I would say my students would say that there was no 
racial preference from me. But with this whole year, and everything our society has seen, it’s 




composers or LGBTQIA+ composers, especially. I'd always been pretty good about world 
music, but not women or LGBTQIA+ composers. I recommended over 100 pieces to the 
literature manual committee last month: all women, minority or LGBTQIA+ composers. 
Hopefully even statewide, it will make an impact. But I think it’s going to take more. It’s going 
to take teachers picking those pieces intentionally to make an immediate change.” 
 “I think diversity is huge, especially in the orchestra world,” Liam went on, “In music 
education in general, it's so much of that ‘dead old white guy’ music. But it doesn’t represent my 
students, you know? There are composers for everyone, we just don’t classify them all as ‘elite’ 
or ‘legit’ enough for the orchestra world. When people say they can’t find works by other 
composers, I feel like it’s because they’re just lazy. We have to dig them up. Kind of like Steven 
was saying yesterday, it’s our job to hunt down those underrepresented composers. Meg said it 
too, they just haven’t been given the same exposure, the same limelight as the composers we’ve 
been playing all these years, the ones that we put up on a pedestal and find so easily on JW 
Pepper. But if we want our programs to be as beautiful and broad and diverse as our kids, then 
our repertoire needs to reflect that.” 
“And especially with orchestra, Liam,” Alice chimed in, “It goes beyond composers, but 
also crosses over into the genres of music we play. I’ve joked all the time that string players can 
do anything but swing. They don’t know how to swing, at least not mine! I do, because I did jazz 
in college, because I’m in a professional group that plays swing and jazz and hip hop music. But 
I gave my kids a great arrangement of ‘Sing, Sing, Sing,’ and it was the hardest thing. They just 
couldn't do it!” 





Alice paused, “You have a point.” 
 “As a field,” Brenda chimed in, “I would like us to get away from so much graded music. 
I think people should look at music the way I do, more broadly. And I know how that sounds but 
hear me out. For instance, all these band composers who write music for strings. I know their 
editors are just telling them things like, ‘put it in D major and I can publish it for orchestra too.’ 
There’s no string technique being taught there. They aren’t inspiring pieces.” 
“Right! There’s too much out there for us to be wasting our time on pieces like that.” 
Liam replied. 
“I feel like there’s this huge disconnect between, what do I really want my kids to know 
how to do, and here’s the basics, now let’s prep this concert music!” Alice threw her hands up in 
frustration, “And there’s always this mad scramble at the end of November to get that concert 
music ready.” 
 “I completely feel that. The push before district assessment is always my least favorite 
part of the year,” Gary sighed. 
“Well, minus the external pressure you’re getting from your admin, Gary, isn’t a little bit 
of that stress self-inflicted? “ Meg asked. “Like, this year with COVID, I started off teaching so 
many fewer songs. In a normal year we’d be doing fifteen songs for our concert in October. Let’s 
stop worrying about the concerts all the time and stop to accomplish things that might get swept 
under the rug normally. Handling those theory pieces that Sarah was talking about yesterday—
why is it that kids can get all the way through our programs and still not know an ounce of theory 
once they get to their music education classes in undergrad? We always complain we don’t have 




come to me and said, ‘You need to have a concert in October!’ A lot of it is self-imposed. Let’s 
just slow down a little bit and think about if everything we’re doing is actually meaningful.” 
 “Meg, you’re so right,” said Sarah, “And I can see other teachers starting to go there, but 
we have a long way to go. We always just learn the pieces, do a performance and that’s the end 
of it. We’re essentially stuck in the same way that a concert happened a hundred years ago and 
why is that? I’m trying to get myself to go there because we have so much room for growth and 
change. Now, do I ever want to do another virtual choir again? Probably not.” 
The gang nodded their heads in agreement. Sarah went on, “But it does make me wonder, 
are there ways to pull alumni in virtually? Maybe there are some more take-aways from this year 
than we previously thought.” 
 “On the subject of virtual concerts,” Meg chimed in, taking another sip from their coffee 
mug, “I would love a music technology class. There’s some incredible things we can do with free 
software! So much of our music today and moving forward is going to be coming from music 
software. So, you can be mad about it or you can jump on the bandwagon and teach yourself a 
thing or two.” 
“I see what you did there.” Gary said. 
Meg paused to stare at him, “What?” 
“Bandwagon?” Gary raised an eyebrow.  
“Ha! You know you’ve been doing this awhile when music puns come out of your mouth 
without you even trying,” Meg said. 
“Y’all, I’m really worried about recruitment for next year,” Sarah admitted, “My 
numbers are low and I know I’m not the only one. How can I make choir more engaging for the 




taken away by the pandemic this year. How do we keep up with the new normal and the ever-
changing future while also preserving the best of our musical past?” 
“Sarah, where did you hear that? It sounds so familiar . . . ” Steven wondered. 
“Kratus, 2007! Music Education at the Tipping Point.” Meg exclaimed. 
“I think I remember reading that! Music Educators Journal?” Gary asked. Meg nodded. 
“Preserving our musical past is crucial,” Brenda sighed, “Our spring concerts have 
always included movie scores, video game music, jazz, and tunes off the radio that the class and 
I work on as arrangements as a class theory project and then perform. But, I also think it is 
imperative that we as musicians introduce our students to the classics. If not us, then who?” 
Gary shrugged, “I don’t know if that’s the entirety of what Kratus meant, Brenda. I’m 
guilty of it too. I’ll include little things here and there between the classics to spice things up but 
those are few and far between. I think the idea of a Pops Concert in general is kind of like an 
afterthought, right? Like, we made it through assessment season and we ate all the vegetables, 
now we can relax and play the type of music our students actually want to. Where is the 
balance?” Gary questioned. 
Audrey adjusted her classes,“Balance is important. I think sometimes we’re so afraid to 
break out of the old, for fear it will disappear entirely. You know, I started teaching during the 
peak of the show choir movement. I remember things were starting to head in a different 
direction, and there was this great big debate about how tragic and awful this was going to be! 
The end of choral singing! But of course, that did not happen. We adapted.” 
“I think these two things are intertwined, Audrey,” Gary interjected, “going back to what 
Sarah was saying about recruitment, I always wonder about school systems that have these huge 




of questions are we asking and are they the right ones? Are we getting at the real issues? What 
are we doing to make music accessible to everybody? Scheduling is hard and yes, we’ve got to 
educate our guidance counselors on the importance of what we do, but why are kids signing up 
for all these other extra electives and not our class? This is something that concerns me a great 
deal. I’ve seen some incredible music teachers with these dwindling programs, and they’re really 
good, it’s just that people don’t understand why it’s important. Why is that? I’ll talk to parents 
who did band when they were young, but they haven’t played their trumpet in ages, they’re not 
sure they even know how anymore! They’ll want to give their kids that music community 
experience though so they’ll rent the instrument, but then we graduate kids who never pick up 
their horn again.” 
“You know, Gary,” Audrey exclaimed, “In recent years, I’ve lost a lot of potential choir 
kids to the home-ec elective, of all things! It's because they've rebranded and now the class is 
called ‘personal nutrition and wellness,’ Audrey said with air quotes, “And who wouldn’t want 
to take that right? A class called ‘personal nutrition and wellness?’ Like, that sounds amazing. 
But that isn’t even what the class is, it’s home ec. There are so many barriers to kids taking our 
classes because they have all these other options. How can we make our classes more accessible 
to more people? How can we keep up with the competition of the other expanding electives?” 
“By expanding our own electives, maybe?” Liam wondered.  
 “I think so,” Meg agreed, “our society is expanding, so electives should too. And COVID 
has only further impacted that. It seems like everyone’s priorities have been like, ‘Oh, we need to 
prove ourselves relevant as music educators and recruit kids! We have to get our numbers up!’ 
Which is true, on one hand, but I often wonder—would more kids sign up if we just met them 




like, ‘Nah, I’d rather rip my toenails off.’ Like, I’ll sing my heart out in choir with you but no 
way am I singing alone on a track. And I get it. But that extends beyond COVID times, y’all! 
Not every kid wants to be in a chorus or band or orchestra. Maybe they want to learn how to play 
guitar? Let’s have a guitar ensemble, ukulele choir, or a piano lab. Let’s have a world music 
ensemble—I hate to say world music, ‘cause it's just music, but you know what I mean, not the 
traditional Western culture music.”  
 “Okay,” said Audrey, “so how can we create the opportunity where music education has 
no barriers? Where it’s truly open to all? I see a lot of barriers that are from outside. With the 
scheduling, there are pieces to this that we can't control. There’s funding barriers, conceptual 
barriers. If a student spends three years hating middle school choir there ain't nothing you can 
say that’s gonna make them want to sign up for it again in high school.” 
 “Right, it goes deeper,” Gary scratched the hair on his chin, “We have to be more united 
as a profession. I’m just not sure how we get there together.” 
“I think we just need more inclusivity,” Steven exclaimed, “both on the composition side 
and from the teaching side. We need different people standing in front of the students. We need 
more women, more people of color. We need to have less white people, and less white men, 
especially in the band realm. Because that’s a lot of what it is, it’s that demographic. We need to 
give more people these opportunities to get involved in music education and composition. And 
we need to stop giving the same old people the same opportunities. We’re seeing the same names 
over and over and over again,” Steven gestured to Brenda, “just like Del Borgo, a band guy 
churning out all these orchestra pieces, right? Why not give some new people, some other voices, 




 “Absolutely, Steven,” Alice said, “It’s always the same old thing! And you know, it’s 
hilarious coming from me, because I’m the director that generally has her girls wear skirts at the 
concerts, not because of a girl/guy thing, but just because I think it looks better. And when we 
think: orchestra, band, choir, it’s just kind of a rigid thing . . . a ‘this is just what we do’ type of 
thing. It feels difficult to expand out of that because it’s so ingrained.” 
“Becoming more gender inclusive of our students through the uniforms we ask them to 
wear, especially in the choir realm, would be a huge step in the right direction,” Meg noted. 
“The whole ‘large ensemble model’ could use some updating, right?” Steven exclaimed, 
“For a lot of these kids, we meet them at the point where they’ll either get excited and get 
hooked on to music, or they won’t. I'm not saying I think we should get rid of the large ensemble 
experience all together, but maybe finding a balance between that performance-driven side and 
developing this other side of creativity. Everyone freaks out when they don’t get a superior at 
assessment, and all of a sudden our programs are failures! I just don’t think that’s what it should 
be about. There’s an evolution and we’re starting to see people changing the narrative, but it’s 
few and far between. We aren’t training musicians at the end of the day. We’re trying to make 
them appreciate art of all types, not just music. We’re trying to make them appreciate other 
people, and have empathy. That’s what we’re really doing.” 
“Empathy, exactly!” Sarah said, “And from the audience perspective, performances are 
such a passive thing! We just sit still and watch. There’s a lot, historically, that’s just got us so 
stuck in the Western way of doing things. We walk up onto the risers, stand still, sing, everybody 
claps, and that’s how it goes. When you look at other cultures, that’s not what they’re doing at 





“I feel like we could step away from some of the old-school ideas,” Alice remarked, 
“Band culture is so much about playing music by old dead white guys. Why can’t we mix it up? 
Maybe not all my kids are going to go sit in an orchestra. Maybe they’ll play in a hip hop string 
quartet like me! Maybe they’ll play in a jazz combo or a rock band, who knows!” 
“Maybe they will,” Meg replied, “but isn't it about more than just switching up our genre 
and composers of repertoire alone? A lot of the music we celebrate from the BIPOC community 
is also music that White people have stolen and claimed as their own. Hip hop and jazz are just a 
couple examples of this.” 
“Meg, I’ve been thinking about that a lot,” Liam replied, “We’ve been talking so much 
about how COVID-19 has taken a toll on our numbers and on our programs. But for me, being 
away from my students after the murder of George Floyd, and the whole reignitement of the 
Black Lives Matter movement in general, has made me stop to think. Was I tokenizing the 
culture of my Black students by bringing in Deep River as one of our pieces? Sure, it’s a 
beautiful piece, but it was only one song among months of Western European art music- the 
things we call ‘the classics.’ But whose classics are they, really?”  
“All of us are caught in the system, aren’t we?” Gary leaned back in his seat and 
scratched his head, “the system in place ensures that we continue teaching the ‘classic’ repertoire 
to large ensembles, yet all of us admit we go against the standards and teach using our own 
personal philosophy. Are our philosophies that different from the system though? When this is 
all over, when we go back in the fall...are we just going to continue playing into that system and 




Audrey looked away, uncomfortable. She was planning on doing exactly that, but 
realized her colleagues may not agree with her approach. Nervous to share her perspective for 
fear of being outnumbered, she chose to remain quiet. 
Meg broke the silence, “We’ll be living the trauma of COVID-19 for a long time, but we 
can take some of these things with us into the next chapter. I don’t know about you all, but I 
don’t want things to just go back to how things were. I want them to change.” 
“I’m with you Meg,” Alice said, “When I first got into teaching, it was: ‘this is how it's 
always been, and this is what we're doing. Just because it’s the way we were taught, just because 
it’s always been done that way, doesn’t mean we have to continue doing it that way! I don’t 
think our field has really changed in the last fifty years and I really couldn't tell you why. I would 
like to explore that more. Like, why is there this formula for how we must teach choir, how we 
must teach orchestra or band, period—end of discussion? How do we last the next fifty years and 
not become a dying art? We have to stay relevant by diversifying the pieces that we pick and 
diversifying the way we present our concerts. We have to show kids that yes, you can play the 
violin in symphony, but you can also play in a bluegrass band. Just because I’m your orchestra 
teacher doesn’t mean I expect you to play in one your whole life. Heck, if I weren’t an orchestra 
teacher I’d be playing in Just String Things full-time! I wouldn’t be seeking out ‘traditional’ 
orchestra music to play.” 
“I think as we have more and more young music teachers coming into these programs, 
that’s going to make a huge shift,” Brenda noted. 
“Oh, there’s a huge shift coming, I can feel it,” said Liam, “and not just in music 
education. It’s an entire society thing. People are becoming aware as they become more 




“I feel like it’s going to take some active disruptions to the way things have been done 
though, if we want to see some real change” Alice said.  
“There are these dominant narratives of music education that we’ve been perpetuating 
since it began,” Meg explained, “Just like you said, Alice, and Sarah you painted the same 
picture: the large ensemble on stage in concert black, performing for the silent, passive audience. 
The girls wear dresses and the guys wear tuxedos and that’s all there is. They get up on stage, 
perform standard Western art music, the audience claps, and that’s it. That is school music. Let’s 
stop letting ourselves be okay with the fact that we aren’t relevant to our students anymore. Let’s 
stop blaming it on the things we can’t control and start changing the things we can. This 
conversation has been going on in our field for a while now. Kratus’s paper was published in 
2007. It’s 2021, and we’re still operating the same way. There’s a major disconnect in 
philosophy and practice. So, when does it become enough? When does it reach its breaking 
point? We’ve got to start being the change because who else will? We’ve got to start attempting 
to de-center dominant narratives of music education. Who’s with me?” 
“I’m with you!” Liam said, “but how?” 
“Hold on!” Gary ran out the front door. He returned a few moments later with a white 
board and dry erase marker. 
“What don’t you have in your car?” Sarah teased. 
“This is too juicy not to be written down,” Gary protested, “Alright, gang, strategies to 
break away from how we’ve always done things?” 
“I want to learn more about different techniques that people are using that are working,” 
Brenda exclaimed, “I want to do more peer observation. I have so many colleagues and friends 




successful in a certain area. Maybe their kids have a better ability to count dotted rhythms than 
mine. There’s always room for me to grow. If I stop growing, then that’s when it’s time for me to 
retire. If I don’t think there’s any more room to grow then it’s time to call it quits.” Gary 
scribbled “ask for help, observe what others are doing that’s working” on the whiteboard. 
 “I love what Meg said earlier about taking some classes to just talk and check in 
emotionally with the students,” Sarah chimed in, “We put so much pressure on ourselves to get 
all this concert music ready, to bring back superior assessment ratings. But we all agree it’s about 
so much more than that. If we’re really training citizens and trying to help grow our students into 
decent human beings with empathy, we should also be taking more time for that social-emotional 
learning piece.” 
 “What do we mean by ‘decent human beings’ though?” Gary challenged. 
 Meg nodded, “I’m worried we aren’t getting the full scope here. Assuming we have the 
power and control to turn our students into decent citizens is problematic in it’s own way. Should 
we have that kind of power? Are we ethically prepared for that? I don’t think we can say all 
teachers have the same definition of the phrase ‘decent human being.’ What about the teachers 
out there who are promoting racist, classist, ableist, or sexist ideals?  
 “Being in humanities in college,” Meg went on, “I got to learn about all the things we 
didn't talk about in our Catholic school history class. A lot of stuff was revealed. It was honestly 
the first time I heard about a lot of world things. But it was also decades ago. It wasn’t 2021. I 
look at some of the things that we have now, and it's beautiful. I get to have my LGBTQIA+ ally 
club. Five years ago in my teaching career that would never exist. But being an ally or even in 
the LGBTQIA+ community myself, doesn’t eliminate me from the problem entirely. We have to 




Brenda nodded, “In a similar vein, I think we need to take more time to understand the 
kids, what they need, and why they’re there- I think it’s something we all have said we view as 
important, but we maybe forget to show it in our practice sometimes. For example, my chamber 
orchestra this year was full of kids who play well, but are really busy athletes, so they don't 
practice very much. They aren’t playing hard music. I don't make them go to assessment because 
they all have jobs. That’s how I keep music in their lives, you know? They just get to play with 
their friends at school. They love it, and they play fine, but I understand the type of role my class 
plays in their lives. In fact, something so cool actually happened to me back in the fall. Some of 
my students from the class of 2015 emailed me. They wanted to celebrate Beethoven's 250th 
birthday by playing Ode to Joy, straight out of the symphony. So of course, I sent them the parts. 
They remembered us standing around together in the auditorium and playing it. And these are all 
kids who’ve gone through college, started grad school or got a job. None of them are 
professional musicians, not a single one. But they just couldn’t wait to play this together because 
it meant so much to them.” 
“Absolutely,” Audrey chimed in, “We want what we do in the classroom to stick with 
them.” 
“Creating lifelong music makers,” Gary scribbled onto the whiteboard and then looked 
up, a question in his eyes, “but what kind of lifelong music makers? If we’re just teaching them 
standard notation on the saxophone, is that enough to have them be engaged with music for their 
whole lives? Isn’t it kind of a problem that we get that much say in what belongs in the music 
classroom and what doesn’t?” 
Meg nodded, “I worry that using the phrase ‘lifelong music makers’ could just be 




“Tradition- as in the classics?” Brenda inquired. 
Meg shook their head and clarified, “Tradition: as in all of it. I’m talking about all the 
practices we consider ‘standard’ within our secondary ensembles and the actions we take to keep 
those going within the system. We’re all guilty of it. Changes here and there and wishful phrases 
like ‘lifelong music makers’ distance us from the problem at hand don’t they?”  
Everyone paused to think for a moment that felt like it lasted forever.  
Sarah took a sip of her coffee, “I kind of always pictured lifelong music engagement for 
my students as them joining a community choir. But that’s just continuing the same narrative 
we’ve been taught through this system isn’t it? Lifelong music making can look a lot of different 
ways. We’ve had this same set up for hundreds of years now; these large bands, orchestras and 
choirs. It’s just kind of how we do things, it’s always been very concert driven and performance 
driven. It’s one of the reasons we do this, right? To make music with a big group of people. I 
think that’s crucial to music education, and it’s meant to be communal in that way. But I want to 
do things where the kids are also developing individually, tapping into their own creativity, and 
not just playing what someone else wrote. I didn’t have much of that as a student, so it’s harder 
as a teacher to do something that you never experienced as a student.” 
“You know,” Liam began, “These types of conversations weren’t happening when I was 
in school, and it isn’t something I’ve done with my students either in the past. But I want to 
change that. I want my students to start to be the difference, the diversity in music. I want to 
make room for them to get into composition! I feel like student composition is this whole 
untapped market in secondary music” 
 “Absolutely, it is!” Steven exclaimed, grabbing another donut. “Being a composer and 




One of the most rewarding things is seeing a piece you composed come to life. We did a virtual 
composition project together in class last year, because I wanted to give them a chance to create 
something together, start to finish, in a situation where we couldn’t physically be together.” 
 “Steven, that is so cool!” said Alice, “I’ve been placing the music I play in my group, 
Just String Things, in this whole other category than the music I play with my students, and I 
think that needs to change. We have to bridge that gap, and use our own personal music 
experiences with music outside of school to our advantage in the classroom. That way, we can 
make it our own, instead of just trying to fit the traditional mold that historically, hasn’t 
welcomed much variation.” 
“Exactly!” Steven said, “One of the ways I expose them to different types of music, even 
if we aren’t necessarily playing it for a performance, is every day before class, I always make 
sure I play a different tune while they’re walking in. On the last day, I played Queen. I’ll ask the 
kids, have you heard Queen before? I want to expose them to other music so they can discover 
what they like and what they want to play. One kid might not love just to sit down and play B-
flat scale on clarinet all day. Some kids might want to improv. or make beats. It all depends!” 
Meg threw their hand in the air to interject, “So I love the entrance music idea, Steven, 
and I will definitely be stealing that. Not sure I consider Queen a big departure from our tradition 
though.” 
“I mean, it’s rock music as opposed to classical right?” Steven pushed. 
“Sure, but let’s talk about who composed it: it’s music from upper class, White, European 
men. And, the group is over 40 years old. By playing this for your students, you may be exposing 
them to something new, but I’d argue it’s still in line with our tradition of honoring the Western 




Steven paused for a moment, “I hadn’t thought about it that way, Meg. My Dad always 
played rock and jazz music for me as a kid and I thought it was really special. I want to expose 
my students to that too but I hadn’t thought about the deeper issue of race and gender and class- 
how that plays into what felt like such a radical decision to play Queen in my Band class.” 
“I see where you’re coming from, though, Steven,” Alice chimed in, “I do my theme 
concerts every spring because I want to expose the kids to different types of music and ways of 
performing. The spring concert is never strictly classical, they’re really more of productions. I’m 
also the sound tech and light tech at our school, so it’s really a whole thing. At the last spring 
concert, the closing number was Bohemian Rhapsody and we did this whole light show. For the 
musical theatre spring show, we had the theatre department come in and do scenes. At the movie 
theme concert, we had the colorguard captain from the marching band come in and do a routine.” 
 Gary scribbled onto the whiteboard, “Cross-disciplinary activities, exposing students to 
different genres, and extending our ideas of what ensemble concerts can look like” 
 “Someone else is writing this down, right? Your handwriting is basically chicken scratch, 
Gary,”” Audrey teased. 
 “I got it!” said Steven, grabbing his phone and opening a blank note. 
Meg stood up, “I think it’s important to alter our visions of what the concert can look like 
but also, going back to what you said, Alice, those spring productions still sound like a big 
driving force of what you do in class with your students. I’m guilty of it too. I’ve put all this 
stock into the performance and haven’t considered many other ways we could use our music 
class time.” 




“Well,” Meg went on, “I think something else we can consider is catering to the twenty-
first century student a little more. When I started teaching nineteen years ago, we were dealing 
with a very different student. They’re just different kids nowadays. In the past, my repertoire 
choices have definitely been a lot more ‘Choral-y,’ but in the past 10 years? Not so much. All the 
times I tried to push classical music only—it was always an uphill battle. They’ve got to have a 
balance of the familiar music that they can latch on to from their own time or their own culture. 
We can’t just be preserving the music of the past because that isn’t their music. We can help 
them appreciate it but we’ve got to have a little extra something outside of that.” 
“Sure” said Alice, “I’d also like to continue and build upon the social justice and protest 
song composition projects we did this year; I want to do more to teach music through the lens of 
our societal context, rather than just always celebrating music from a tradition that’s ancient 
history at this point. I think there is definitely a way to preserve that history and honor it, while 
also adapting and changing our practices to better meet the needs of kids in 2021 and beyond.” 
Gary nodded, turning back from the board to his colleagues, “I want to step away from 
the performance aspect of what we do and focus more on teaching music theory through a wider 
variety of contexts, as well! Maybe not all my students will be successful in reading standard 
notation right away. Just because that’s been the dominant method of reading music in school 
doesn’t mean it’s the only one. I’d like to learn more about alternatives to standard notation and 
how I can use those in my classroom along with the solfege and ear training pedagogy I’ve 
picked up, to help make band class more relevant and appealing to the general public of students 
at my school.” 
“That’s such a great point, Gary!” Meg exclaimed, “Personally, I would love to have 




performing ensembles that are not your norm. I would love a ukulele ensemble. Maybe not your 
normal ensemble singing or your normal jazz band or wind ensemble, you know? Let’s get a 
rock band class in there. Let’s get a beat-making or music production class. Just because I’m not 
an expert in something, doesn’t mean I should be holding back from sharing those experiences 
with my students. We can learn and grow together, and we’ll all be better for it.” 
The gang nodded and Gary paused before saying, “Steven, you get all that?”  
“Yep!” Steven shot him a thumbs up. 
“Alright!” 
“Should we talk about roadblocks? If we’re really looking to make an active change in 
our classrooms, we might want to acknowledge some of these so we can work together to 
overcome them?” Sarah wondered. 
“Excellent point!” Gary threw his marker in the air, “Roadblocks!” 
“Gary, honey, you’re fired from being a note-taker,” Audrey laughed, “I can hardly read 
what you wrote up there.” 
“Alright, Alright!” Gary threw his hands up and took a seat on the couch next to Liam. 
“Liam, why don’t you take over?” He handed Liam the blue expo marker. Liam smiled. 
“Sure, thing!” he took the marker headed up to the whiteboard, “Steven you got a typed 
copy?” 
“Sure do!” Steven confirmed, gesturing to his phone. 
“Excellent,” said Liam, “so, roadblocks to de-centering this dominant way of doing 
things?” 
“For me,” said Gary, “it’s really the competition and district assessment piece. My admin 




team in this very high pressure atmosphere every spring. When assessment season rolls around, I 
honestly feel like I throw a lot of my personal philosophy out the window and just teach toward 
that performance.” 
 Alice nodded, “I know what you mean, Gary.” 
“Personally,” said Brenda, “I don't get stressed out about assessment. I've had enough 
years of really good superior ratings. The year we don't get a one from somebody it's like, Oh, 
well. And this is going to sound horrible, but one time we did get a two. And it’s because one of 
the judges had no idea what we were doing. The piece started out really theoretical. You’re in 
12/8, but there's ties and quarter notes, and it’s supposed to be pianissimo for like 16 bars. And 
the judge wrote, ‘finally, a pulse!’ And I thought, ‘Oh my gosh, what's wrong with you? Do you 
realize what's going on here?’ But we pulled it off! And one of the other judges wrote to me 
later, saying ‘the way you pulled off that sustain of the pianissimo with no pulse just blew me 
away!’ But we got a D in musicality because I didn't have phrasing at the beginning. It was only 
one piece out of three, but sometimes you just get a stupid judge. So I don’t get stressed out 
about assessment, I get excited about it! And I try to get the kids excited about it, too.” 
“It’s really just a snapshot of all that we do,” said Audrey.  
“I wonder if there’s a way to educate your admin on that,” Sarah chimed in, “I’d be 
happy to help you craft an argument,” she offered. 
“I think I’ll take you up on that!” said Gary. 
“For me,” Liam said, leaning against the whiteboard, “I was only at one middle school 
my first year, but this year I’m split between two. The instruments at my first school were in 




“Budgets are a huge issue as well,” Sarah said, “at my first school, we couldn’t even 
afford an accompanist! Meg, I know you’ve struggled with that too at your school. Luckily at the 
school I’m at now, my Choral Boosters help pay for a lot. I don’t know what I would do without 
them, though, because the school budget is just so limited for what we’re expected to 
accomplish.” 
“Liam, I see what you mean about being split at two schools,” Alice said, “in my county, 
orchestra teachers are viewed as itinerant, since they’re hired through the fine arts office and not 
through the school. So, our job locations can change from year to year. There have been times 
when I’ve gotten split between elementary school and middle school. A while back, it wasn’t 
uncommon to see itinerant orchestra teachers split between four different schools! It’s the most 
frustrating thing, not knowing if I’m going to be full-time at my school next year.” 
“Some of these policies are things we have no control over,” Gary exclaimed, “and that’s 
one of the most frustrating parts. We want to change these policies but we don’t have time to go 
to Richmond and rally. We’re already doing so much.” 
“There’s this huge problem in Virginia,” Steven began, “where we stretch our secondary 
music educators too thin. I have three bands, percussion ensemble, AP music theory, and then I 
also do marching band and jazz band as extracurriculars. If this were New York state, for 
example, there’d be five different people doing my one job! We’d have a separate marching band 
director, jazz band director, you know? We have so much more to do outside of school, just to 
get it all done- just so we can have some semblance of being even mediocre at our jobs. They’re 
making us do too much. And I know a lot of that is site-based management but it’s just not doing 
us any service. If there were more teachers doing specific things than the overall music, I think 




 “Couldn’t agree more, Steven,” said Audrey, “things like paperwork, the SMART goals 
we always have to write up that I’m pretty sure no one is ever actually looking at, all the boxes 
we have to check.Those forty hours of essential training. We do it all because it's just part of the 
job, but I’m not sure it's really helping the students in the way that it's being presented. There’s 
such a finite amount of time. How do you make sure you’re hitting all of these different genres- 
make sure you’re picking music that has a purpose?” 
 “Exactly,” Alice added, “sometimes it feels like schools are trying to fit their square peg 
into the round hole of your job. When I first started teaching, we had this thing called the Word 
Wall. It’s like a vocab word where the school picks a word every week that every kid has to 
know. And then they put them on this World Wall thing and the kids have quizzes where they 
have to write essays about the word. And I’m going, this is orchestra- why are we doing that? It’s 
a performance-based class! And my mom, being an English teacher, I found myself reading and 
editing every essay to actually grade it. Unfortunately, that was a waste of my time and it wasted 
their time, which was terrible.” 
 “See, now that’s ridiculous,” Brenda sighed, “it doesn’t have anything to do with 
orchestra. Personally, the paperwork side of things doesn’t stress me out really. I just get it done. 
We do what we’ve got to do to keep the ball rolling. But extra things like that? Those are just a 
waste of time.” 
“And then there’s the scheduling aspect,” said Audrey, “Fewer and fewer people are 
signing up for choir. This year I only have eight ninth-grade boys! Like, what am I supposed to 
do with eight ninth-grade boys? I feel like I've only gotten better as a teacher over time, yet it’s 
only gotten harder to get students. All the parents after the concert will tell me, ‘Oh, my students 




problem then?’ You know, I go into work and give my best absolutely every day. But there are 
still so many factors beyond my control, and that’s honestly what stresses me out. A lot of my 
stressors are related to student scheduling, middle school numbers and recruitment; students not 
being able to take choir or being not encouraged to take choir. Their counselors will say, ‘Well, 
you did choir already. Why don't you try something new in high school?’ 
“Right,” Meg said, “and there’s a lot we can do to help with recruitment that we’ve talked 
about this weekend. We can make our classes more relevant to the kids by choosing more 
diverse repertoire and implementing activities that promote student creativity. We can connect 
what we do in the classroom to the context of our community. We can challenge the traditional 
large ensemble model of secondary music classes. But in the end, there are still certain things 
that go above our heads.” 
“In August,” Brenda said, “our school moved to a four by four, and this year we didn’t do 
the skinny block for music anymore, so I didn’t even get to see my chamber kids until 
December! Our music staff are rock stars, but our people in the downtown curriculum office are 
not involved in music at all. So, when they changed the schedule to four by four, they didn’t 
think about how it would impact us in the music classes. It just never occurred to them, even 
though our music coordinator went and fought hard. Downtown just said, ‘we don't have time to 
figure out scheduling for these skinny block things.’” 
 “The lack of admin support, and support from above in general, is so tough,” Audrey 
added, “at my first school, I had a student who had to go to a debate competition the same 
weekend as our district choral assessment, and she chose to go to her debate competition, even 
though she’d signed a contract at the beginning of the year saying she’d be there. Of course, I 




Championships and it was the same weekend as our spring trip to Disney, which she also signed 
a contract for and paid for! We weren’t offering refunds but guess what the school did? They 
gave her a refund! It just seems crazy that they’re having us make all these policies but they 
aren’t helping us enforce them all the time.” 
 “I feel you,” said Alice, “the teacher who sponsors the National Honor Society has asked 
me on multiple occasions, ‘Can we have a quartet play at the spring ceremony next week?’ And 
I’m thinking, ‘No! I can't just throw a quartet together, that's not how this works.’ But then when 
you say no to requests like that, even when they’re so last minute, you’re seen as not being a 
team player, because you said no. It’s a lack of understanding for what we do.” 
 “So where do we go from here?” Liam wondered, closing the cap on the Expo marker 
after a long pause from the group. 
 “I don’t have a solution to all of these,” admitted Gary. 
 “Neither do I,” said Brenda, “and I’ve been teaching for thirty years.” 
 “I don’t know if there is an answer,” said Alice. 
 “Maybe it starts with us making the changes we can control,” suggested Meg. 
 “And educating the people who have the power to change what we can’t?” Steven 
offered. 
 “Bingo,” Gary said. 
 “We’ve got a long way to go,” Liam noted. The gang nodded in agreement. 
 “I’m grateful for this time with you all, though,” Brenda offered. 
“Absolutely,” Sarah chimed in, “to be able to reflect on our practice together after a year 
of feeling so isolated and confused-—never knowing if what you were doing was reaching the 




“I’m hopeful about next year,” Steven said, “I feel like I’ve got a fresh perspective on 
what matters.” 
“Amen to that,” Alice agreed. 
The remainder of the afternoon was slow. Steven showed Audrey some simple hacks she 
could use to make trailers for her choir concerts in iMovie. Gary and Sarah drafted some ideas 
for a discussion with their administrators surrounding Blue Ribbon and district assessment. 
Brenda and Liam and they exchanged ideas about how to implement more improvisation in the 
orchestra classroom. Alice and Meg listened in for a while, before going off to chat more about 
theme concerts. 
 At 3:00pm, it was time to check-out of the Airbnb. The group said their goodbyes and 
loaded up into their cars.  
 Sarah embraced Gary and then headed over to pack up her car, “Don’t be a stranger!” she 
called after him, collecting a fallen baby toy from the ground and placing it gingerly in the trunk 
before hopping into the driver’s seat. 
“Will you be at Midwest next year, Gary?” Brenda asked. 
 “You know, Brenda, I’m not sure yet. It’s often a lot of the same. This weekend has been 
really eye-opening for me and I’d like to keep on this path towards de-centering the traditions we 
talk about so much at Midwest.” 
Brenda smiled politely, hiding her disagreement, “Sure, Gary. Stay in touch, okay?” 
He smiled, “Always” and gave his friend a hug. 
 “It’s been really cool getting to know you, Meg!” Alice smiled warmly at her new friend. 
 “You as well!” Meg replied, “Are you going to VMEA?” 




 “‘Course! I used to go every year before the pandemic,” Meg said, “I’ll see you there!”   
 “Thanks for all your help today, kid.” Audrey said to Steven as they packed up her car. 
 “Of course, Audrey! My pleasure.” Steven smiled at his coworker, optimistic about the 
upcoming year. Sure, Audrey was still pretty traditional in her views, but it was pretty cool that 
she’d been willing to engage in such uncomfortable conversations. And, she was pretty patient 
while he taught her a little more about iMovie. 
 “Liam,” Brenda said, “It’s been wonderful getting to talk with you this weekend. Your 
orchestra kids are so lucky to have you. If you ever need anything, don’t hesitate to reach out. 
Gary has my contact info.” Liam felt his face flush, unprepared for the compliment. 
 “Thank you Brenda, I will!” Liam said excitedly as he set his bass down carefully in the 
trunk of Gary’s car. 
 It was sunny as they pulled out of the driveway that afternoon. Gary popped an old 
University Pops Concert CD in and skipped to the track he was looking for. Liam smiled to 
himself as they turned on to main street, “You Got a Friend in Me,” playing in the background.  
When they came to the last of the stoplights on Main Street, Liam caught a glimpse of 
two older men at the park, playing what looked like a guitar and a mandolin. They didn’t have 
any sheet music, and he wondered about their musical past; about their view on the world. He 
wondered if they were educators or performers or maybe they just got together every week to 
play. 










Mixed Methods Analysis and Discussion 
Summary of Purpose and Research Questions 
The purpose of this explanatory sequential mixed methods study was to discover ways in 
which SMETs define, prioritize, and enact inclusivity in their classrooms in relation to dominant 
narratives of music education. For the purposes of this study, dominant narratives of SMEE can 
be defined as philosophies, practices and pedagogies which center the White, cisgender, 
heterosexual, non-disabled experience, and present themselves through the large ensemble model 
and Western musical canon. This study may help illuminate secondary music teachers’ 
awareness of philosophies, pedagogies, and practices surrounding dominant narratives of SMEE, 
as well as provide insight on teacher strategies and roadblocks toward de-centering their work in 
the classroom. Furthermore, the study may reveal possible implications of musical background, 
specialization, and teaching experience on SMETs’ perceptions of and relationships with 
dominant narratives in music education. The following questions framed the investigation within 
a mixed methods approach: 
1. To what extent do SMETs use music technology, repertoire selection, and student 
creativity (i.e., composition, arrangement, and improvisation) in their classrooms? 
2. How do SMETs describe strategies for and/or roadblocks that impede de-centering their 
work?  
3. How do SMETs’ perceptions of and relationships with dominant narratives differ based 
on specialization and teaching experience? 
4. What practices, philosophies, and/or pedagogies do SMETs utilize that reinforce and/or 




Quantitative Data Summary 
Research question 1 asks, to what extent do SMETs use music technology, repertoire 
selection, and student creativity (i.e., composition, arrangement, and improvisation) in their 
classrooms? Results from phase one of the study show 77% of participants have 17-19 years of 
teaching experience, which means they are likely familiar with developing music technology and 
distance learning tools while they’ve been teaching throughout the pandemic. This may help 
explain why 65% employ music technology at school, with GarageBand and Audacity as the 
most popularly used programs. However, when asked how they employ small group and project-
based learning, only 2% said they employ Music Technology projects with their students, where 
the most popularly used small group/project-based learning activities included “Small 
Group/Chamber Ensembles'' and “Sectional Rehearsals,” and follow the standard large ensemble 
format. In terms of repertoire selection, only a small number of participants “Always” 
intentionally program music by women composers (7%), Black composers (2%), or outside the 
Western classical tradition (7%). Phase one quantitative findings suggest that, although some 
participants employ composition, arrangement and improvisation activities with their students, 
traditional music theory activities and standard Western European art music repertoire are 
prioritized over student compositions, arrangements or improvisation. Quantitative findings as 
they relate to research question 1 can be found below. 
Qualitative Data Summary 
 Phase two of the study involved semi-structured interviews with a series of participants 
whose survey responses indicated they may be incorporating activities which attempt to disrupt 
dominant narratives of SMEE in their classrooms. In their interviews, participants elaborated on 




spoke about their own definitions of dominant narratives found within SMEE, and cited 
strategies and roadblocks toward de-centering dominant narratives in their classrooms. The 
nuances of these factors are explored in the fiction-based presentation of phase two data, found 
in Chapter 5. Qualitative findings suggest that teaching specialization (i.e., band, orchestra or 
choir) was not a significant factor in perception of and/or relationships with dominant narratives. 
Rather, the grade levels participants taught impacted the importance they placed on conducting 
within a large ensemble model, where high school teachers viewed conducting and directing the 
ensemble as a larger part of their overall job description when compared with middle school 
teachers. The more years of teaching experience a participant had, the more they spoke about a 
musical background which reinforced dominant narratives of SMEE (i.e., the large ensemble 
model and Western musical canon). All participants grew up with music as a part of their lives, 
and in many cases, took lessons and/or attended formal concerts as a child, in addition to 
participating in school music. Findings revealed that while all participants continued to reiterate 
dominant narratives in their classrooms through a large focus on the large ensemble-model 
performance and Western musical canon, those with musical backgrounds in more non-
traditional ensembles (i.e., jazz combos, rock bands, informal jams, etc.) tended to experience 
more tension between their own personal philosophy, and their choice to continue following the 
status quo. Qualitative findings as they relate to research questions 2, 3, and 4 can be found 
below.  
Research Question 1: To what extent do secondary music ensemble teachers (SMETs) use 
music technology, repertoire selection, and student creativity (i.e., composition, arrangement, 






 Music technology plays a crucial role in how students “network, collaborate, create, and 
interact with music” (Tobias, 2013, p. 31). In terms of music technology use, 65% of phase one 
survey respondents reported using music production software at school and 49% of respondents 
reported using it at home for personal projects. The most commonly reported music software 
technology programs used were GarageBand, Audacity, Logic and Finale. Given that the 
participants' average years of teaching experience ranged from 17-19 years, and the survey was 
administered in the fall of 2020 after several months of distance learning instruction due to the 
pandemic, it’s important to note that over half of participants engage with music technology 
software at school. Further research is needed to determine what specific projects and activities 
SMETs may be implementing with this technology, and to what degree teachers incorporate 
student creativity (i.e. composition, arrangement, and improvisation) within those experiences. 
 Phase two findings also revealed that, even during distance learning due to the COVID-
19 pandemic, music technology did not come up often as a means toward de-centering dominant 
narratives of SMEE. Two interview participants mentioned utilizing music technology in their 
classrooms in regards to composition projects. Overall, music technology was not a large part of 
interview participants’ teaching narratives. 
 Repertoire Selection 
Repertoire selection choices, consciously or unconsciously, communicate values 
surrounding what music and whose music is admissible in the secondary music ensemble 
classroom; and in this way, SMETs reify traditions considered standard by the White, Western 
European tradition (Allsup, 2008; Allsup and Shieh 2012; Bradley, 2015; Hess, 2015; O’Toole, 




from phase one participants in the short answer section of the survey. The most commonly 
sighted factors for criteria in repertoire selection included “current skill level” (70%), “teaches 
new curricular skill” (31%), “fun/engaging for students” (30%) and “contrasting styles/genres” 
(26%). 6% of participants also cited “high quality music” as a crucial factor for repertoire 
selection. Least commonly sighted factors for repertoire selection included “current events/social 
justice” (3%), “engaging for audience” (3%), “culturally sensitive” (2%), “non-religious” (1%), 
and “decolonization” (<1%). Only a small number of participants “always” intentionally 
program music by women composers (7%), Black composers (2%), or outside the Western 
classical tradition (7%). The most commonly sighted resources for locating repertoire included 
“professional organizations” (54%), “colleagues” (53%), “JW Pepper” (29%), “internet search” 
(25%) and “conference/district events” (19%). The least commonly reported factors for locating 
repertoire included “student input” (4%), “Institute for Composer Diversity” (1%), 
“SmartMusic” (1%), and “undergraduate repertoire”(1%). Since these two questions were 
presented in short-answer format as opposed to multiple choice options, they provided a window 
into each participants’ unique priorities and personal criteria for their repertoire selection.  
If professional organizations and colleagues are often promoting music within the 
standard Western European tradition, and only a small number of participants are considering 
student input and consulting the Institute for Composer Diversity, this might help explain the 
lack of intentional programming of music by women composers, black composers, and those 
outside the standard Western classical tradition. Phase one results indicate that diversity of 
composers, decolonization, student input, and audience engagement are insignificant factors for 




and online music catalogues play a role in perpetuating dominant narratives of repertoire 
selection in the secondary music classroom. 
Phase two findings suggest that although some participants mention incorporating 
musical works by underrepresented composers, this programming is more of an afterthought and 
less of a main focus within their overall repertoire selection process. For instance, three 
participants mentioned showcasing BIPOC and LGBTIA+ composers at the beginning of class, 
while two mentioned that they hoped to do so in the future. Several participants also mentioned 
putting on themed concerts surrounding jazz, rock and movie music. However, these acts alone 
do not work towards de-centering dominant narratives of SMEE and in certain cases, could be 
tokenizing more than they are de-centering. Additionally, themed concerts are still treated as 
performances, where the end goal is a clear product. Lastly, participants tended to describe their 
theme concerts as being “unique” and “outside-of-the-box'', further emphasizing how ingrained 
they are in dominant narratives of the large ensemble model and Western canon. 
Student Creativity (i.e., composition, arrangement, and improvisation) 
 Prior research cites activities which promote student creativity (e.g., composition, 
arrangement and improvisation) as potential ways to disrupt dominant narratives in SMEE 
classrooms (Abril and Gault, 2008; Allsup, 2015; Fung and Lehmberg, 2016; Hargreaves and 
Marshall, 2003; O’Toole, 2000; Regelski, 2000; Tobias; 2013). Seventy-two percent of phase 
one participants said they employ “project-based” or “small group learning” in their classrooms 
but when asked what kind of activities they use, the most popular activities included “small 
group/chamber ensembles'' (28%) and “sectional rehearsals'' (27%). Further research is needed to 
explore varying SMETs personal definitions of the phrases “project-based” and/or “small group 




“race/social justice projects'' (3%), “music technology” (2%), and “climate change,” 
“improvisation,” and “transcription” (all less than 1%). Participants who reported using “small 
groups/chamber ensembles” as well as “sectional rehearsals'' as their project-based/small group 
learning activities may be, consciously or unconsciously, reiterating dominant narratives of 
SMEE by employing activities which simply reinforce the large ensemble repertoire they are 
already performing in class. Similarly, participants who reported using activities like “race/social 
justice projects,” “music technology,” “climate change,” “improvisation,” and “transcription” 
may be working toward de-centering dominant narratives of music education by including 
activities outside the Western musical canon and traditional ensemble model. 
Part of the dominant narratives of SMEE include a conductor on the podium, where the 
students are quite literally placed below their teacher. Activities which promote student creativity 
in the secondary music classroom may help disrupt these dominant narratives and problematic 
power dynamics. Activities surrounding student creativity in the classroom may include student 
composition, arrangement, and improvisation. Forty-three percent of phase one participants said 
they employ student composition while 57% said they do it infrequently or not at all. 
Improvisation and arrangement were much less common. Twenty-three percent of participants 
said they employ student arrangements while 77% said they do it infrequently or not at all, and 
30% of participants said they employ student improvisation, while 42% do it infrequently or not 
at all, and 17% do it in a jazz-specific context only.  
Phase two participants rarely mentioned student-driven small group projects surrounding 
creative processes like composition, arrangement and improvisation. Often, the participants who 
mentioned utilizing these processes did so within a jazz-specific or music-theory specific 




However, when asked how they thought the field of music education could grow, many 
participants sighted highlighting student creativity and incorporating alternatives to the large 
ensemble. Future research may explore the gap in theory and practice surrounding alternatives to 
the large ensemble model and disrupting dominant narratives of SMEE in general. 
Research Question 2: How do SMETs describe strategies and/or roadblocks towards de-
centering their work?  
Figure 1 
Strategies Toward De-Centering Dominant Narratives 
Being open to change Asking for help from colleagues 
Considering alternatives to standard notation  Focussing more on mental health and 
individual student needs in the classroom 
Stepping away from the performance and 
competition aspect of music education 
Placing lifelong music engagement at the 
center of classroom activities 
Enhancing curriculum within societal context, 
social justice projects, and what it means to be 
a citizen in the 21st century  
Prioritizing individual student creativity 
through activities like composition, 
arrangement, and improvisation 
Exposing students to a wider variety of 
diverse composers, arrangers and performers 
Exposing students to a wider variety of genres 
of music through theme concerts and 
interdisciplinary experiences 
Exposing students to a wider variety of 
mediums through which they can make music 
(including informal music experiences outside 
of the large ensemble format) 
Utilizing personal, outside-of-school music 




 Roadblocks Toward De-Centering Dominant Narratives 
An inadequate amount of planning time, when 
compared with the variety of different classes 
Anxiety and stress associated with the 




being taught and extracurricular hours given 
for music related activities and events 
especially in terms of orchestra teachers who 
are considered to be itinerant in their counties 
Pressure to receive superior ratings at 
assessment from administration and school 
district board members 
Non-music related administrative tasks and 
long hours of non-music related professional 
development courses 
Lack of school funds, primarily in regards to 
instrument repairs and accompanist costs 
Competition with other electives courses 
resulting in lower enrollment for music 
courses 
Lack of a general understanding from 
counselors, administration, and non-music 
coworkers in regards to time it takes to 
prepare for music performances 
School scheduling issues which do not 
consider the necessity of year-long music 
classes to the success of secondary music 
programs (i.e., block scheduling) 
 
Research Question 3: How do SMETs’ perceptions of and relationships with dominant 
narratives differ based on specialization and teaching experience? 
 Specialization 
 When it came to specialization, instrument focus (i.e., strings, winds or voice) was not a 
significant factor in perception of and/or relationships with dominant narratives. However, there 
were some similarities among younger band and orchestra teachers, regarding the language they 
used surrounding their classes. Several orchestra teachers I interviewed used the phrase “dead 
old white guys” when referring to the popular composers of the band and strings world. One of 
the participants who inspired Alice’s character also tended to describe orchestra as “for the 
white-haired concert-goer,” indicating who she thought dominant narratives of secondary 
orchestra were catering to. 
In terms of grade levels taught (i.e., middle or high school), there was a significant 
difference in perceptions of conducting among middle and high school teachers. Middle school 
teachers from phase two of the study were more hesitant to label themselves as “conductors” and 




playing their own instrument with the students, in order to help keep them on track rhythmically, 
melodically, or both. In many cases, middle school directors did not view conducting as 
important, and were more concerned with teaching their students foundational music literacy, 
and basic skills like how to hold and play their instruments. This was especially true for one 
participant who described themselves as a “head bobber” and “circus train conductor” when 
referring to their simultaneous role as a conductor and accompanist in the middle school choral 
classroom.  
On the other hand, high school directors tended to label themselves as “conductors” far 
more often, however views on conducting varied among high school teacher participants. An 
interview participant who inspired Sarah’s character spoke at length about the importance of 
conducting, and how a simple gesture can be a much faster, more powerful way to deliver 
musical information to students during class. One of the participants who inspired Brenda’s 
character shared a similar view to Sarah, in that she viewed conducting as something that needed 
to be airtight in the orchestra classroom because otherwise, students wouldn’t know when to 
play. A participant who inspired Steven’s character was on the flip side of that, which was 
interesting since that participant also received his master of music degree in wind band 
conducting. Even still, Steven’s character viewed conducting as only a tiny part of his larger role 
as a music teacher, where training informed, empathetic, musical citizens was his top goal. A 
participant who inspired Audrey’s character had a similar view, but hers developed over time. In 
my interview with this participant, she spoke about a time where a student introduced her as a 
“music teacher” when speaking to her mom after a concert. Audrey almost corrected her but 




place as Steven where she views conducting as important, but not as the central point of what she 
does as a choir director. 
Years of Teaching Experience 
Years of teaching experience has less of an impact on teachers’ perceptions of and 
relationships with dominant narratives than I had first anticipated. While less experienced 
teachers were more likely to incorporate a wider variety of music technology software, more 
experienced teachers also described experiences with music technology in their classrooms, 
likely due to a full year of distance learning caused by the pandemic. However, it is worth noting 
that more experienced teachers would have attended college for their undergraduate degree in 
music education much earlier than the less experienced teachers, and this may have had an 
impact on their practices in the secondary classroom. For example, a teacher like Brenda who 
has thirty years of experience, would have attended music school much earlier than a teacher like 
Liam, who only has two years of teaching experience (most of which occurred during a global 
pandemic). It is likely that Brenda’s experiences in her undergraduate education aired more on 
the side of the traditional, large ensemble format, where the orchestras she played in were in line 
with dominant narratives, especially in terms of repertoire. As more undergraduate music 
education programs open up their views of what an “acceptable” teacher education program 
looks and sounds like, more informal music experiences have also arised; such as JMUke at 
James Madison University. The interview participant who inspired Gary’s character even noted 
in his interview that he thought younger teachers coming out of undergrad were better prepared 







Nearly all of the interview participants who inspired the characters in Chapter Five had a 
rich musical upbringing, and many of their parents were even teachers or music teachers 
themselves. Interview participants grew up with the ability to participate in music (either school 
music and/or private lessons) and go on to afford an undergraduate degree in it. In many cases, 
participants also went on to pursue a masters degree in music or music education. Thus, they 
were granted many privileges in their music education, and did not likely experience significant 
obstacles toward their career path. 
Feeling Like an Outsider 
A common theme that arose among several participants was the disconnect in music 
education philosophy and practice. For some, this shift came during their undergraduate studies, 
when they realized they didn’t “fit the mold” of the other secondary music education majors (i.e.. 
Gary’s character). For others, this came much earlier, and arose from a sense of feeling like an 
outsider due to physical appearance and external, non-music related factors (i.e., Meg’s 
character). Phase two participants who shared their experiences surrounding this feeling also 
tended to have more progressive views toward SMEE, regardless of years of teaching, and had 
intentions of working to disrupt dominant narratives in their classrooms. 
Music in the Church 
Several phase two participants also brought up being involved in church music outside of 
school; oftentimes, growing up going to church every Sunday and also taking on a music 
directing or leadership role within the church during their adulthood. The participants involved in 
church music (i.e. Audrey’s character and Sarah’s character) also tended to be more traditional in 




experiences feeling like an outsider early on in their education and wanting to change that 
narrative. In terms of music technology and student creativity (i.e., composition, arranging, and 
improvisation), Sarah and Audrey’s characters implemented far less activities, when compared 
with characters like Liam, Steven and Alice, for example. Audrey and Sarah’s difference in 
practice could be due to their musical background in a more traditional, large ensemble vocal 
format. It’s also important to note that although she did not discuss experiences with church 
music specifically, Brenda’s character also participated in several professional orchestras which 
followed the traditional, large ensemble format. Thus, Brenda’s practices regarding music 
technology, repertoire and student creativity in the classroom also followed the status quo in a lot 
of ways that Audrey and Sarah’s did as well. 
A Diverse Music Background 
Unlike Sarah and Audrey who grew up in the church music tradition, some interview 
participants described a more varied musical background. Characters like Alice and Liam noted 
that they enjoyed jamming and playing their string instruments with other musicians in a more 
informal context. Alice’s character, in particular, expressed that she believes her eclectic musical 
background, primarily with irish fiddle and electric violin in an improvisatory context, have gone 
on to shape her practices in the classroom, and have likely influenced her decision to engage in 
spring themed concerts and expose students to a wider variety of musical genres. Steven’s 
character discussed his participation in a jazz funk band where he composes and arranges a lot of 
the music he plays with his bandmates. These more informal experiences playing music outside 
of school may help explain the difference in Steven, Alice and Liam’s practice, when compared 
with Audrey and Sarah’s practice in the classroom, particularly as it relates to genre and format 





 In addition to their individual experiences with music growing up, teaching mentors also 
played a large role in phase two participants’ vignettes of their philosophy, pedagogy and 
practice. For many, there was a turning point event with a mentor which inspired them to pursue 
music education as a career. This was especially true in Gary’s case, regarding the fictional 
character Dr. Charlotte Thomas. The participant who inspired Gary’s character discussed several 
important mentors from his undergraduate and graduate music education. One who stood out was 
a professor that urged him to stay in music education when he was beginning to doubt whether or 
not he “fit the mold” of what a “band director” was supposed to be. This was also true for Meg’s 
character, who became inspired to pursue music education by their high school choir director, 
after she commended them for the highest all-state choir score in the district. For Sarah, her most 
influential mentor came in the form of a guest conductor at a district event, Christopher Aspaas. 
Steven’s mentor was his own dad, also a band director, and someone he looks up to in terms of 
philosophy and practice. One of the participants who inspired Brenda’s character went on at 
length in her interview regarding several mentor conductors and teachers who inspired her to 
pursue music, despite it being the 80s and her being urged by family to pursue engineering. The 
mentor-mentee relationship between Gary and Liam, although fictional in the story, was inspired 
by several accounts from phase two interview participants regarding their own district mentors 
who helped them along during their first several years teaching and whom, in many cases, they 
are still in frequent contact with today. While most participants spoke fondly about at least one 
of their teaching mentors, it’s important to note that de-centering SMEE goes beyond one 




the narratives they’d been taught, and had only begun to question their practice at varying 
degrees. 
Research Question 4: What practices, philosophies, and/or pedagogies do SMETs utilize that 
reinforce and/or de-center dominant narratives of music education in their classrooms? 
 Overall, there were a lot of similarities across phase two participant narratives regarding 
the general philosophy of what SMEE should be. The variation among interview participants was 
found in the specific practices teachers utilized in the classrooms. This made for a disconnect 
between philosophy and practice in the secondary music classroom. Themes from phase two 
interview participants regarding their philosophy of music education are listed below: 
Figure 3 
Themes from Phase Two Participants Regarding Philosophy of SMEE 
Being a “place for everyone” Process-over-product mentality 
Catering to students of all different levels, 
regardless of age or years of experience in a 
music class 
Being accessible to all students, regardless of 
(dis)ability, race, sexuality, and/or gender 
identity 
Focussing on music literacy and building 
individual student musicianship  
Creating lifelong music makers and informed 
consumers of music 
Building informed, contributing citizens of 
society 
Giving students a voice and choice in what 
they want to learn in music class 
Placing the act of making music together at 
the center of our practice 
Committing to continuous growth and 
learning as teachers 
Teaching inclusivity and empathy through 
teacher modeling and activities/repertoire 
which support composers of diverse races, 
genders, and LGBTQIA+ identities 
Working to make our classes more relevant to 
students (i.e. incorporating activities which 
promote student creativity and which are 
placed in the context of our 21st century 
society) 
 
The above themes in philosophy were shared, to a degree, by most of the phase two 




philosophies, while others cited them as afterthoughts when asked how they thought our field 
could grow. However, in the case of both phases of the study, these philosophies did not appear 
to be in line with the general practices and procedures teachers reported using in their 
classrooms, especially throughout phase one. While practices which reinforce dominant 
narratives of SMEE may be conscious or unconscious, these practices were commonly reported 
by phase one participants and also by some phase two participants:  
Figure 4 
Practices Which Reinforce Dominant Narratives of SMEE 
Placing performance, competition, and adjudication at the core of practices in the classroom 
(using most of class time to prepare performance repertoire) 
Teaching music without teaching the reading process behind it (overuse of rote teaching and 
failure to teach foundational music theory concepts) 
Choosing repertoire without considering student choice, audience engagement, cultural 
sensitivity, composer race/gender/LGBTQIA+ identity, religion, and/or decolonization of 
music education 
Selecting repertoire from databases and/or locations which typically center dominant narratives 
of the large ensemble format and the Western European Art Music canon (i.e., JW Pepper, 
IMSLP, Professional Organizations, Conferences/District events, etc.)  
Choosing not to incorporate activities which promote student creativity (i.e., composition, 
arranging, or improvisation) 
 
 Throughout the short answer portion of the phase one data, I noted several vignettes from 
participants regarding their experiences with de-centering dominant narratives of SMEE in their 
classrooms. Practices which stood out included those surrounding music technology, repertoire 
selection, and student creativity. These practices also tended to favor the idea of making school 
music more relevant to the 21st century student, and the context of the communities in which we 




their classrooms to de-center their work. Findings from both phases have been combined and 
shared below: 
Figure 5 
Practices Which De-Center Dominant Narratives of SMEE 
Using student-directed music technology projects and small group learning activities outside 
sectional rehearsals or chamber ensembles (e.x., Alice’s social justice/protest music project 
using BandLab) 
Providing students the opportunity to take part in the repertoire selection process 
Making the conscious choice to consult and program repertoire from resources which prioritize 
underrepresented composers of diverse races, genders, and LGBTQIA+ identities (e.g., 
Institute for Composer Diversity) 
Exposing students to a wide variety of genres and composers of diverse races, genders, 
LGBTQIA+ identities, etc. through entrance music/daily listening activities and composer 
highlights (in addition to performance repertoire) 
Promoting student creativity through improvisation (outside of a jazz ensemble-specific 
context), arrangement, and composition activities during class time (e.x., Steven’s fugue group 
composition project, and informal jam sessions) 
Utilizing theme concerts as a means to branch out from the traditional large ensemble format, 
incorporate repertoire from a wider variety of genres, and involve audience members in the 
concert experience 
Considering secondary general music options as an alternative to the traditional large ensemble 
class format (e.x., ukulele choir, songwriting, music production/technology, rock band, etc.) 
 
Limitations of Study 
Phase One 
The phase one survey covered many facets of SMETs’ philosophy, pedagogy and 
practice, and was therefore quite long. This may have hindered some teachers from answering all 
short answer questions in their entirety. Additionally, the survey did not include demographic 
questions regarding race, gender identity, or sexual orientation. By omitting questions of this 




experience, identity, and inherent societal privileges might impact their teaching philosophies 
and inherent practices in the classroom. A further question that could have been added in the 
phase one survey, and/or in the phase two follow-up interview, would have surrounded 
participant definitions of the phrase “inclusivity” or “inclusive practices.” This may have 
provided crucial details on which participants did or did not consider dominant narratives as 
central to their teaching (i.e., the Western European art music canon and/or the non-disabled, 
white, cisgender, heterosexual experience). 
Phase Two 
 Due to the pandemic, all phase two interviews were conducted over Zoom and therefore 
lacked the personal nuances of performing interviews in person. Occasionally, there were Wi-
Fi/broadband issues that resulted in long pauses or gaps in dialogue from participants. When this 
occurred, I asked the participant to repeat their thoughts a second time. The interviews were 
semi-structured with a series of questions surrounding general philosophy of music education, 
repertoire selection process, student creativity and leadership, and implications of the pandemic 
and year 2020 on teaching philosophies. If I were to repeat phase two of the study, I would have 
included a question specific to uses of music technology in the classroom, in order to expand 
upon findings from phase one. Additionally, I would have asked participants to define their 
interpretation of the phrase “dominant narratives of music education,” as well as a follow up 
question surrounding any strategies and/or roadblocks toward de-centering their work. However, 
omitting this question did provide a window into the unique philosophies and priorities of each 






Discussion and Implications for Further Research 
 Findings from this study indicated that previous musical experiences and teaching 
mentors play a large role in the way SMETs construct their personal philosophies and practices 
in the secondary music classroom. The more years of teaching experience a participant had, the 
more their philosophy and practices in the classroom echoed the ideals of dominant narratives of 
SMEE. However, participants with less years of teaching experience were not necessarily 
disrupting dominant narratives of SMEE in their classrooms, so much as they were more aware 
of the tension and more willing to discuss the gap in philosophy and practice. All phase two 
participants indicated that Virginia Standards of Learning and/or their county standards were not 
significant factors in how they built their curriculum and delivered instruction. Rather, SMETs 
tended to pick and choose the standards they deemed important, touch on all of them if only 
briefly to “check off boxes,” or ignore them all together. Findings suggest an overall gap in 
theory and practice towards de-centering dominant narratives of SMEE. 
Role of Previous Musical Experiences on Personal Philosophy and Practice 
Although music educators spend several years studying to become licensed teachers, 
many still report feeling unprepared in certain areas like student creativity and music technology 
(Thibeault, 2015). This may be due to the fact that much of our formal training is rooted in 
dominant narratives of music education (i.e., the large ensemble model structure and literature 
from the Western music canon). In this way, SMETs are more likely to perpetuate dominant 
narratives in their own classrooms, just as they’ve been taught to do, as opposed to re-thinking 
and/or disrupting the status quo.  
Phase two participants often recalled crucial teaching mentors from their previous 




cases, these mentors reinforced dominant narratives of music education. An important theme 
which emerged from phase two of the study was intent versus impact. In many cases, younger 
participants tended to have more non-traditional backgrounds in music ensembles (i.e., jazz 
combos, rock bands, informal jams, etc.) and also reported experiencing more tension between 
what felt like an obligation to reiterate dominant narratives in their classrooms, and a desire to 
break away from the status quo. Further research may explore the relationship between intent to 
break away from dominant narratives, and the direct actions which achieve that. 
In addition to their previous experiences in formal music education, several phase two 
participants also took part in music performance ensembles outside of school. Those who 
participated in performing groups which reinforced dominant narratives (e.g., church choirs, 
community ensembles, and professional orchestras) tended to perpetuate those same practices 
within their own classrooms, while those who participated in performing groups which de-
centered dominant narratives (e.g., jazz combos, funk/rock bands, informal jams, etc.) tended to 
express their desire to de-center dominant narratives through direct practice in their own 
classrooms. These practices included student-directed composition and arrangement projects, 
social justice projects, and concerts/performances which involved repertoire focused on audience 
engagement and student voice/choice. While specialization (i.e., band, chorus, and orchestra) did 
not appear to be a determining factor in de-centering or reinforcing dominant narratives, further 
research may explore if and how teacher age does or does not play a role in actions directly 







Role of Standards and Personal Philosophy on Practice 
While there are, at least ostensibly, set Virginia Department of Education (VDOE) 
standards and blanket definitions for the “what” of a music teachers’ practice, the “how” is often 
left up to the individual teacher. For instance, the VDOE standards state that student 
composition, arrangement and improvisation should be included in SMEE and yet, only 43% of 
phase one participants said they employ student composition while 57% said they do it 
infrequently or not at all. Improvisation and arrangement were far less common, where only 23% 
of participants said they employ student arrangements and 77% said they do it infrequently or 
not at all. In terms of improvisation, only 30% of participants said they employ student 
improvisation, while 42% do it infrequently or not at all, and 17% do it in a jazz-specific context 
only. Further research surrounding dominant narratives of SMEE may explore the specific types 
of composition, arrangement, and improvisation activities occuring in the classroom. In most 
cases, even participants who expressed feeling a tension between their own personal 
philosophies and sticking to the status quo promoted activities which reinforce dominant 
narratives in their classrooms (e.g., a heavy focus on performance, centering music of the 
Western canon over other types of music, etc.). In this way, I infer that participants who do 
include composition, improvisation, and/or arrangement projects in their classrooms likely center 
those activities within the Western music context. This phenomenon goes back to the issue of 
intent and impact; where a SMET’s intention may be to diversify their performance repertoire 
and types of performances, yet these practices exist only as an afterthought or small extension to 






Closing the Gap: Philosophy and Practice 
 While findings from the study suggest SMETs share many of the same philosophies 
regarding themes of inclusivity, prioritizing process over product, lifelong music-making, 
building socially responsible citizens and promoting individual musicianship; there is still a large 
gap in philosophy and practice. Phase two participants who expressed wanting to disrupt 
dominant narratives admitted they still adhere to many traditions favored by it (e.g., the large 
ensemble performance and repertoire of the Western music canon). Participants who were 
conscious of this phenomenon cited roadblocks towards de-centering dominant narratives as 
pressure from administration to perform well and receive superior ratings at district assessment, 
scheduling concerns, and lack of time due to other administrative tasks. Strategies toward de-
centering dominant narratives included implementing projects which promote student creativity 
(i.e., composition, arrangement and improvisation), considering secondary general music as an 
alternative and/or addition to the large ensemble model, designing concert experiences which 
center relevance to students and audience members, and exposing students to a wide range of 
composers from a variety of backgrounds, specifically, BIPOC and LGBTQIA+ composers, 
through listening activities and repertoire selection. The open-ended nature of phase two 
interviews allowed for individual participants’ priorities and philosophies to come through in a 
less obvious way. I was able to infer where participants’ gaps in intent and action may have lied 
by asking general questions surrounding their philosophy and practice. Further research may 
focus on SMETs personal definitions of inclusivity, direct actions which they implement to enact 
inclusivity in their classrooms, and how these actions may or may not impact the demographics 




Like the other foundational structures of our society, dominant narratives of music 
education were built with the roots of the Western tradition in mind (Allsup, and Benedict 2008; 
Allsup and Shieh 2012; Bradley, 2015; Hess, 2015; O’Toole, 2005; Regelski, 2000). Within a 
21st-century mindset, it can be dangerous to assume that a teacher’s own disposition toward 
change, inclusion, and open-mindedness will be translated to all of their students. Findings from 
this study indicate that there is a large disconnect between intent and impact. A SMET who 
wishes to de-center dominant narratives of SMEE may be engaging in activities which seek to do 
so. For instance, a teacher who emphasizes “process over product” but still centers their 
academic year around performances alone, may intend to change the narrative but fail to impact 
real change by continuing to place the large-ensemble model performance at the core of what 
they do in the classroom. Without ongoing self-evaluation, peer evaluation, and discourse with 
other colleagues seeking to achieve the same, many of these actions may only be a small piece of 
the puzzle towards de-centering practices which have dictated the field for over one hundred 
years.  
Findings from the study indicate that some SMETs are aware of the disconnect between 
their own intentions to change dominant narratives, and the pressure to continue operating within 
the very same narratives they’ve been trained through. Participants only represented a small 
population of middle and high school ensemble teachers in Virginia, with a unique set of musical 
backgrounds, life experiences and perspectives. Further research may explore relationships 
between teacher race, gender identity, sexual orientation and age on classroom practices directly 
related to de-centering or reinforcing dominant narratives of SMEE. Further research may also 
reveal the gap in theory and practice of de-centering dominant narratives by examining the types 




participant who inspired Meg’s character in Chapter Five argues, “if we're not including 
everybody's noise in the greater symphony of just us existing, then we’re silencing them.” But 
what does that inclusion really look like, sound like, and feel like? Are teachers incorporating 
one composition project in their music theory class or are they integrating student composition 
into every lesson through activities which promote exploration and autonomy? Is a band teacher 
who designs his spring concert around movie music truly de-centering the Western musical 
canon? Is a choral director who introduces a lively gospel piece to her students during Black 
History Month de-centering the voices of Western, White/European men or tokenizing the art of 
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Appendix B: Invitation to Participate and Informed Consent 
Dear Participant, 
 
I am a graduate student in the School of Music at James Madison University, and am kindly 
requesting your participation in a research study titled: The Influence of Centered Culture on 
Secondary Music Educators’ Perceptions of Personal Philosophy, Pedagogy and Practice. The 
intention is to examine and identify current practices of music educators in middle and high school 
music teaching settings. 
 
The study involves a survey questionnaire, and optional follow-up interview. The initial 
questionnaire solicits basic demographic information, and includes a series of multiple choice and 
short answer questions. Participation is completely voluntary and you may withdraw from the 
study at any time without penalty. Any data will remain anonymous, and all survey and interview 
response questions will be stored in an encrypted document folder, on a password protected laptop.  
 
If you would like to participate in the study please read the informed consent letter below. Your 
decision to complete the survey is considered your digital consent. To participate, please click the 
link at the end of the letter. Your participation will be of great importance to highlighting current 





M.M. Graduate Student 






Letter of Consent 
You are invited to take part in a research study investigating the current practices of music 
educators in middle and high school music teaching settings. This form is part of a process called 
“informed consent” to allow you to understand this study before deciding whether or not to take 
part. This study is being conducted by a researcher named Kara Levchenko, who is a graduate 
student at James Madison University.  
 
Background Information: 
The intent of this study is to examine and investigate the current practices of music educators in 




If you agree to be in this study, you will be asked to: 
● Complete an initial questionnaire (that will take approximately 20-25 minutes of your 
time) regarding demographic information about your school setting, as well as your own 
music background and teaching practices. The questionnaire will include a series of 
multiple choice and short answer questions. 
● If you choose to do so, complete a 30-40 minute follow-up individual interview regarding 
your personal music teaching philosophy, pedagogy and daily practices.  
Voluntary Nature of the Study: 
This study is completely voluntary. Your decision to participate or not will be respected by the 




decide not to participate in the study. Additionally, this study is completely anonymous, no one 
will know if you did nor did not participate. If you decide to join the study now, you can still 
change your mind later. You may stop at any time.  
 
Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study: 
Being in this study would not pose a risk to your safety or wellbeing. The benefits of the study 
include sharing your personal philosophy and current teaching practices within the middle/high 
school music setting. As an additional benefit, all participants will have access to the completed 
study so they may use the findings to help add to their own teaching practices. 
 
Payment: 
This study is completely voluntary; there will be no reimbursement or payment for time. 
 
Privacy: 
Any information you provide will be kept anonymous. The researcher will not use your personal 
information for any purposes outside of this research project. Also, the researcher will not 
include your name or anything else that could identify you in the study reports. Data will be kept 
secure by password protection and data encryption, and will be destroyed following the 
completion of the project. 
 
Contacts and Questions: 
If you have questions now or at a later time, you may contact the researcher, Kara Levchenko, 
viaemail at levchekn@dukes.jmu.edu. You can ask any questions you have before you begin the 
survey. If you want to talk privately about your rights as a participant, you can contact the James 





JMU IRB Chair 




Project Faculty Advisor 
Dr. David Stringham 
stringda@jmu.edu  
JMU School of Music 
 
 
Statement of Consent 
I have read the above information. I feel I understand the study well enough to make a decision 
about my involvement. By clicking the link below, I understand and agree to the terms described 
above. Please print or save this consent form for your records. If you would like to receive a 
copy of the final paper from this research when it is completed, please request so by emailing the 
researcher at levchekn@dukes.jmu.edu.  
 













Appendix C: VMEA Districts from which Phase One Participants were Invited 
District 1: Charles City, Hanover County, Henrico County, New Kent County, and Richmond 
City 
District 2: Norfolk City, Northampton County, and Virginia Beach City 
District 3: Appomattox County, Colonial Heights City, Goochland County, and Powhatan 
County 
District 4: Chesapeake City, Isle of Wight County, Portsmouth City, and Suffolk City 
District 5: Harrisonburg City, Page County, Rockingham County, and Staunton City 
District 6: Bedford County, Danville City, Pittsylvania County, Roanoke City, and Salem City 
District 7: Bristol City, Dickenson County, Lee County, and Washington County 
District 8: Gloucester County, Newport News City, Southampton County, and Sussex County 
District 9: Manassas City, Manassas Park, and Prince William County 
District 10: Fairfax County, Alexandria City, and Falls Church City 
District 11: Fairfax County 
District 12: Fairfax County and Arlington County 
District 13: Albemarle County, Charlottesville City, Culpeper County, Green County, Louisa 
County, and Madison County  
District 14: Fauquier County, Frederick County, Shenandoah County, Warren County, and 
Winchester City 
District 15: Caroline County, Fredericksburg City, Lancaster County, and Middlesex County 






Appendix D: Phase One Survey Questions 
1. How many years have you been teaching? 











○ 30 or more 
 
2. What grade level(s) do you teach?  
Please check that which applies best to your current position. 
 
○ Middle School Grades (6-8) 
○ High School Grades (9-12) 
 
3. Check the box that best describes the geographical community of your school: 
 
○ Rural 
○ Rural - Small town  
○ Rural - Large town/small city   
○ Urban - Mid-sized city 
○ Urban - Large city 
○ Suburban - Residential area near Mid-sized city 
○ Suburban - Residential area near Large-sized city 
 
4. Check the box that best describes the socio-economic status of your school community: 
 
○ Extreme poverty  
○ Low socio-economic  
○ Middle socio-economic  
○ Upper Middle socio-economic  
○ High socio-economic  
 








6. If you did NOT pursue your undergraduate degree in music education, please describe the 
training and education you received that led to your receiving teaching licensure. (If you 
DID pursue your undergraduate degree in music education, type N/A) 
 
7. If you DID earn your undergraduate degree in music education, select the answer that 
best describes your concentration: 
 
○ Instrumental - Band 
○ Instrumental - Orchestra 
○ Instrumental - Guitar 
○ Instrumental - Piano 
○ Vocal/Choral 
○ Vocal/Choral - Piano 
○ General Music 
○ Other: ________ (please elaborate) 
○ N/A (I did not pursue my undergraduate degree in music education) 
 









○ Other: ______________ (please elaborate) 
 










○ Other: ______________ (please elaborate) 
 
 














○ Other: ______________ (please elaborate) 
 
11. Do you use any music production software at school? (e.g., GarageBand, Logic Pro, 
Ableton Live, etc.) If so, please list all the programs you use. If not, please write N/A. 
 
 
12. Do you use any music production software for fun/at home? (e.g. GarageBand, Logic 
Pro, Ableton Live, etc.) If so, please list all the programs you use. If not, please write 
N/A. 
 
13. Are you involved in community music groups, or organized outside-of-school music 
performance groups of any kind? (e.g. A Cappella group, Community Band/Orchestra, 
Rock Band, Bluegrass group, Jazz combo, etc.). If so, list all that you are involved in. If 
not, please type N/A. 
 
14. Which title best describes your current position within your district from the perspective 
of your employer? 
○ Performing Artist 
○ Performing Artist/Conductor 
○ Conductor/Director 
○ Conductor/Music Teacher 
○ Music Teacher 
○ Music Teacher/Facilitator 
○ Facilitator 
 
15. How do you, personally, perceive your role as it relates to your current position? 
○ Performing Artist 
○ Performing Artist/Conductor 
○ Conductor/Director 
○ Conductor/Music Teacher 
○ Music Teacher 
○ Music Teacher/Facilitator 
○ Facilitator 
 
16. To what degree do you value conducting as a portion of your current position? 
 







○ Very Satisfied 
 
17. Describe your procedure for selecting repertoire to use in the classroom/performance 
(please be as detailed as possible): 
 
 
18. Describe where you obtain information, guidelines and/or resources for your ensemble 
programming: 
 
























22. With what frequency do you intentionally program ensemble music that was composed 








23. Please list some other countries and/or cultures (outside the U.S./Western Classical 






24. Do you use project-based or small-group learning in your music classroom?  
If so, please describe some examples. 
If not, please type N/A. 
   
 
25. Do you employ music theory in your classroom?  
If so, please describe some examples. 
If not, please type N/A. 
  
 
26. Do you employ student composition in your classroom?  
If so, please describe some examples. 
If not, please type N/A. 
   
 
27. Do you employ student arrangements in your classroom?  
If so, please describe some examples. 
If not, please type N/A. 
   
 
28. Do you employ student improvisation in your classroom?  
If so, please describe some examples. 
If not, please type N/A. 
 
 








If so, please describe some examples (optional) 
  ________ 
 
 
Thank you so much for your time and participation! If you would like access to a copy of this 
research paper when it is completed, please email me at levchekn@dukes.jmu.edu.  
 
 
 
 
 
